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ince the evacuation of Saigon in 1975, 


America has committed its forces to 


more than a dozen military operations. 


America's Splendid Little Wars shows how the United 
States—now the world's sole remaining superpower— 
has enforced the global "Pax Americana" by honing the 
military's capability to strike desired targets, and also 
by making sophisticated use of the media and public 
sentiment. From the 1975 operation to recover the 
hijacked merchant ship SS Mayaguez in the Gulf of 
Siam to the 1999 "relief intervention" in Kosovo, distin- 
guished author and former U.S. naval captain Peter 
Huchthausen presents an intimate history of each mili- 
tary engagement through eyewitness accounts, thor- 
ough research, and his unique insider perspective as 


an intelligence expert. 


Huchthausen's fresh analysis of the Iran hostage res- 
cue attempt, the invasions of Grenada and Panama, 
the Gulf War, and the missions in Somalia and Bosnia 
lucidly demonstrates the evolution of battlefield hard- 
ware, communications, and command and control 
technologies. He explores as well the impact on U.S. 
policy and popular perceptions, and the underlying 
motivations for these interventions, which were often 
peripheral to vital U.S. national interests. This unique 
and expertly told history reveals the struggles and suc- 


cesses that created America's new 
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To my grandchildren, Ewan, Bailey Anne, Blake, and Nicholas; 
if ever called on to fight for your country, do so well, 


but always with compassion for the beleaguered. 
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Introduction 


Since the evacuation of Saigon in April 1975, the United States gov- 
ernment has committed its forces to combat in more than a dozen 
military operations. In some cases, the United States briefly invaded 
a country to protect or evacuate American and foreign noncombat- 
ants caught in volatile security situations. In other instances, U.S. 
forces intervened at the request of friendly nations and joined with 
allies to liberate occupied lands, to stop mass killing, and to thwart 
blatant violations of human rights. Until now, there has been no 
book that encompassed the full American military experience since 
1975 in one volume or explored this period in relation to past con- 
flicts and its larger impact on modern world history. There are books 
that address the individual conflicts and some that study American 
warfare of the 1990s in general, but this book focuses on each U.S. 
military engagement of the last twenty-five years of the twentieth 
century. 

In the first thirty years following the end of World War П, strug- 
gles in Greece, Korea, Berlin, Vietnam, and the Caribbean foiled 
American aspirations for peace in a seemingly never-ending global 
contest with Communism. In the decades after the U.S. withdrawal 
from Vietnam, as the Communist sphere withered away, America, 
now the sole world military power, was plagued by other nasty con- 
flicts. By the turn of the new millennium, it was clear that the Pax 
Americana had been as troubled as the Pax Britannica of the Victo- 
rian age and the Pax Romana of ancient times. 
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The following chapters explore the underlying motivation for mil- 
itary intervention, which, in many cases, was peripheral to vital U.S. 
national interests. Each engagement, from the 1975 operation to re- 
cover the hijacked merchant ship SS Mayaguez and her crew in the 
Gulf of Siam through the Iran hostage crisis and conflicts in 
Grenada, the Middle East, Panama, the Persian Gulf, Somalia, the 
Balkans, and finally Kosovo, the last American military operation of 
the twentieth century, is examined in a purely historical context. 
Sometimes American forces were successful; on occasion they 
merely interrupted the ugly work of dictators. In a few cases, the U.S. 
government initiated action on humanitarian grounds only after the 
world media deluged the public with wrenching coverage of suffer- 
ing—often in countries of little obvious relevance to U.S. national in- 
terests. One largely unknown military action in 1991 was an 
exceptional, bloodless success. Called Operation Eastern Exit, this 
extraordinary evacuation of 281 American and foreign personnel 
from Mogadishu, Somalia, was a joint navy and marine operation 
that involved extreme-range helicopter flights and air-to-air refuel- 
ings. Other engagements, like Operation Desert Storm in 1991, were 
full-scale wars, albeit brief, that Americans fought with a broad coali- 
tion of allies, using both conventional and special operations forces. 
The United States employed limited conventional and semi-special 
operations forces during the 1991 and 1993 conflicts in Somalia. In 
1987, convoying operations in the course of the Iran-Iraq War were 
conducted primarily by naval forces. In the 1990s, America and 
NATO intervened in Bosnia and Kosovo to stop the blatant slaughter 
of innocent civilians by Balkan dictators and their marauding ethnic 
clans. Tactical air operations dominated the fighting in these more re- 
cent conflicts and presented their own set of unique operational chal- 
lenges and strategic solutions. Each military engagement in this 
history demonstrates the progression of a blend of battlefield hard- 
ware, improved communications, and command-and-control tech- 
nologies. This melding has led to both great success, as in Kuwait, 
and heavy loss of life for little purpose, as in Somalia. 

Across the breadth of the United States, in places large and small, 
subtle exhibits remind us of the men and women who participated in 
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one or more of the Jarring post-Vietnam confrontations. Small glass 
cases display military awards, and aging photographs of sons and 
daughters in uniform dot the dusty corners of diners, shops, and 
homes, reminding families of their offspring's service. 

In an 1898 letter to Lieutenant Colonel Theodore Roosevelt fol- 
lowing the fall of Santiago, Cuba, U.S. Ambassador John Milton Hay 
used the phrase "splendid little war" to refer to the bloody victories 
of the Spanish-American War. The U.S. military encounters from 
1975 to 1999 were neither splendid nor small. Instead, the personal 
adventures of the blood-caked veterans described in these pages more 
accurately reflect the words of the duke of Wellington in 1815: “[A] 
great country can have no such thing as a little war." Because most of 
these veterans do not speak in public about their battle experiences, it 
is necessary to record the details of these events so that neither the 
participants nor their descendants forget what they achieved. 
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PART ONE 


Gerald R. Ford: 
Rebounding Against Piracy 


VISAVIVW 7 
yes ышы” i 
Ó w рэрлеоч pur sjeoqun$ ueipoquiry `. 
Aq рэз4ээлэли zanspdoyy — 4 


ри!) qinos 


а? 
m. 71 IA oog ' 
р. Р а м. fo fim» | И > | 
Saou 7, ар tk, fle c du зЧ3имэло O E 
J quaq wou we x ene ^ D ` - Б 
ВЫ А 2 parotpuy ; 
ў V маовиуз "оңа 0^ ' әлцаеэ 
, yoysueg © “ee 
Panes, —— à | гәп 
ы г \ і 
supp 


è sovit, QNYTIVHI š 225 [P40 SSN) Joyour уе 


2 ` чү н š ZINDON 40У г  zəanĝpívy spieoqoi 
MOM : & i ار‎ моз 580 91 
r ea | saurid e (1 Aq ee. рә$еә[ә1 MAN 
зе j - X X peye Jopun oq Й Се 
sz j оп] N / S М, BUSY muru. ` < remod 
( ر‎ s Xe Мало RADI “е UE E ило Iopun 
zansvivyyy 


E 


TUR ч f ka | | aanded k ' 


HINOS ` "- 5 : Г jurod sip 
| A оз JOH SSN 
(seq ле) V psv Aq pamo} 
wry ^ U ( РО) 
ев, W 


VIQO8SWvD | Godap по) сэ 

— p bs urpue] Зиеу yoy 
Е 4 / оз sauuejA ‘$: 
eee \ d Mi Aired ‘puepey L 
m bis wt | | it rs овар (1 IO 
Jm e \ | uerpoquieg | s1ə1do3jəu ‘$: 


1N3GIDNI Z3/12VAVW AHL 


CHAPTER 1 


Recovering SS Mayaguez and the Fight 
on Koh Tang 


The Gulf of Siam, May 12-15, 1975 


After Prince Norodom Sihanouk of Cambodia was overthrown as 
head of state on March 18, 1970, North Vietnamese soldiers ram- 
paged throughout the country. Another war had erupted as a side 
show to the Vietnam conflict, one in which Sihanouk’s followers, al- 
lied with Hanoi, and the Cambodian Communists, called the Khmer 
Rouge, fought the forces of U.S.-backed Eon Nol, who was the for- 
mer defense minister and one of Sihanouk’s aides. By May 1975 Lon 
Nol had been defeated, and the country was on the brink of a long 
period of bloody internal upheaval. What followed was the last 
armed incident of post-Vietnam disengagement and a test of Ameri- 
can resolve to use force to protect its interests abroad. Under the War 
Powers Act of 1973, new limitations were placed on the U.S. presi- 
dent requiring him to consult with the Congress before committing 
Americans to combat. The seizing of the Mayaguez by Khmer Rouge 
forces, though never proved to have been a deliberate act sanctioned 
by the Cambodian government, was clearly the first trial of America’s 
fresh global thinking. This incident would not only take on a magni- 
tude of importance far out of proportion with the value of the ship 
or the number of men involved but also cast its shadow over Amer- 
ica’s future military encounters. 

On May 12, 1975, SS Mayaguez, an ungainly vessel with steel con- 
tainers piled two high and six abreast, owned by Sea-Land Service 
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and flying the American flag, steamed peacefully across the shimmer- 
ing waters of the Gulf of Siam, some fifty miles off the Cambodian 
coast. It was May 12, 1975, just two weeks after American armed 
forces had closed the long and painful chapter of the struggle in 
Southeast Asia by evacuating the last Americans from Cambodia and 
Vietnam. As sailors watched through the pilothouse window on that 
Monday afternoon, a tiny smudge on the horizon transformed slowly 
into the distinct outline of a small craft speeding directly toward the 
ship. The boat kept closing in from Poulo Wai, a small group of is- 
lands lying fifteen miles to port of the Mayaguez as she steered north- 
ward, bound for Sattahip, Thailand, from Hong Kong. When what 
the crew thought was a fast-moving fishing boat morphed into a stub- 
nosed gray gunboat flying a red flag, the deck watch immediately 
called the master of the Mayaguez, Captain Charles T. Miller. 

Ironically, what Captain Miller saw was an American-built Swift 
boat manned by Khmer Rouge soldiers wearing the familiar black pa- 
jamas all too recognizable to Americans. The fifty-foot, nineteen-ton 
coastal and river patrol boat had been used extensively in Vietnam by 
the U.S. Navy and Coast Guard. As it neared the 450-foot-long 
Mayaguez, the small craft ripped off a burst of .50-caliber machine- 
gun fire across the container ship’s bow, followed shortly by a rocket- 
propelled grenade. This was the third attack on international 
shipping in the Gulf of Siam by armed Cambodian forces in the past 
two weeks: A South Korean ship had been fired on and chased, and a 
Panamanian ship had been seized and released after twenty-four 
hours. 

Within minutes, as Captain Miller watched from his bridge, the 
patrol craft swung parallel to the Mayaguez and sent a second rocket 
streaking across the freighter’s bow. Miller stopped his engines. By 
2:20 Р.М. a boarding party of seven barefoot men carrying Chinese 
AK-47 assault rifles and a rocket launcher had taken over the ship. The 
leader of the group was a slender man in his mid-thirties who carried a 
machine gun and a portable radio. He spoke no English. After in- 
specting the bridge, he beckoned Captain Miller into the pilothouse. 
Pointing to a local chart, the Khmer drew an anchor at a point be- 
hind the inner atoll of the Poulo Wai Islands. Captain Miller tried to 
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stall, claiming the depth was inadequate, but finally steamed his ship 
ahead at one-third speed to the indicated spot. 

Curious about the ship’s sudden change of course and speed, 
Third Mate Dave English appeared on the bridge. After briefly assess- 
ing the situation, he withdrew without being noticed and made his 
way quickly to the radio shack. Once inside English ordered the radio 
operator to send an emergency signal. Although frightened that the 
two might be discovered by the Cambodian soldiers, the operator 
made several attempts on the International Distress Frequency band 
telegraph key but received no responses. Finally English used the sin- 
gle sideband high-frequency radio voice distress net to call in the 
Mayday, give their position, describe the situation, and ask that the 
message be passed to U.S. authorities. After some initial confusion 
the message was answered by someone who spoke English. He re- 
peated back their position—9 degrees 48 minutes north latitude, 102 
degrees 53 minutes east longitude, about seven miles southeast of the 
Poulo Wai Islands—and said that he would forward their distress sig- 
nal. The Mayday had been received by the Delta Exploration Com- 
pany in Djakarta, Indonesia, which passed it to the U.S. embassy in 
Djakarta, which then relayed the message to Washington. 

After Captain Miller anchored the Mayaguez a mile north of Koh 
Tang as ordered, twenty-four hours passed during which the crisis 
took root in Washington, D.C. The U.S. Pacific Fleet Commander, 
who read the distress message at the same time as Washington, imme- 
diately ordered a U.S. Navy P-3 Orion, a long-range patrol aircraft, to 
fly to the area. It took off from Cubi Point in the Philippines and ar- 
rived over the Mayaguez the same night at 10:30 local time. The P-3 
dropped flares and identified the ship in a contact report to the Naval 
Air Station Cubi operations center. During the next four days the 
ship was kept under constant surveillance by navy aircraft. 


The wheels of diplomatic machinery began to turn almost immedi- 
ately after the first distress message had been received in Washington. 
At 7:40 A.M., slightly more than six hours after the Mayaguez had trans- 
mitted her distress message, Lieutenant General Brent Scowcroft, 
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deputy assistant for National Security Affairs, informed President Ger- 
ald Ford of the incident. Ford convened a National Security Council 
(NSC) meeting at noon. Among those present was Secretary of State 
Henry Kissinger. 

After the session, the White House released a statement calling the 
incident an act of piracy, and stating that the United States would 
hold the Cambodian government accountable. The statement further 
hinted that the United States might retaliate with armed force if the 
crew and ship were not soon released. President Ford instructed 
Henry Kissinger to appeal to the People’s Republic of China in 
Peking through George Bush, the senior U.S. liaison chief. Bush was 
to ask the Chinese to persuade the Cambodian government to release 
the ship and crewmen immediately. Deputy Secretary of State Robert 
Ingersoll summoned Huang Chen, the chief of the Chinese Liaison 
Office in Washington, to the State Department, gave him the same 
message, and asked him to relay it forthwith to Phnom Penh. 


On May 13, several flights of U.S. Air Force F-4 Phantom fighter- 
bombers took off from bases in Thailand and appeared over the 
Mayaguez. The aircraft circled overhead and strafed in front of and 
around the containership in a futile effort to prevent the Cambodi- 
ans from removing the crew and complicating matters by moving the 
ship. In desperation, the Cambodians on board returned fire with 
small arms. Following the strafing, four of the armed Cambodian 
guards, by now somewhat shaken, hustled the Mayaguez crew off the 
ship in two groups onto two small fishing boats and took them to- 
ward Koh Tang Island. Instead of landing on the island, however, 
they moored the boats in a nest with two other boats full of armed 
Cambodians, just off the island’s northern shore. After spending a 
sleepless night at the mooring, the American crewmen watched as 
F-4s again buzzed the Mayaguez in a further attempt to persuade the 
Cambodians not to move the ship or crewmen from the area. In the 
meantime, U.S. Navy surveillance aircraft reported that the captured 
crewmen had been taken to the island of Koh Tang. 

In rapid response to the navy report, and assuming that the crew 
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were being taken ashore, President Ford ordered a marine assault on 
the island and air strikes to be launched against targets on mainland 
Cambodia. 

In reality, the two fishing boats carrying the crew of the Mayaguez 
were still moored off the island. Early the next morning one boat was 
observed heading for the Cambodian mainland port of Kompong 
Som. When the navy P-3 aircraft approached the single fishing craft 
at low level as it chugged the fifty miles northeast to the mainland, 
the airmen spotted Caucasians on board, and they reported that 
these men may be some of the American hostages. Because the sec- 
ond fishing boat had not left for the mainland, the impression con- 
tinued that some of the crewmen had been taken ashore on Koh 
Tang. Unfortunately, this assumption proved incorrect-the entire 
crew had left Koh Tang. 

More U.S. jets buzzed the small boat with the Mayaguez crewmen 
and their Cambodian guards as it continued toward the mainland. 
The airplanes fired into the water around its hull, trying to make it re- 
verse course, fearing that the Americans would be dispersed on the 
mainland, further complicating a rescue. Aircraft rockets slightly 
wounded several of the Mayaguez crewmen, while their terrified cap- 
tors hid belowdecks. Despite the attack, the fishing boat arrived in 
Kompong Som, and Captain Miller and all thirty-nine crewmen were 
put ashore on Rong Sam Lem, an island inside the harbor. They were 
kept there for some hours, their fate apparently in the hands of a 
local Khmer Rouge commander. 


Meanwhile, some twelve hundred miles to the north, U.S. Navy 
Commander John Michael Rodgers, commanding officer of the 
guided missile destroyer USS Henry B. Wilson, was piloting his ship 
out of Kaohsiung, Taiwan, where he and his crew had spent three 
days relaxing. The visit to Kaohsiung had followed the emotional 
days spent evacuating the last Americans and thousands of loyal 
South Vietnamese from the beleaguered capital, Saigon, two weeks 
earlier. It had been a draining experience for the men of the Wilson, 
and Rodgers had let his crew choose their favorite liberty port. 
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USS Wilson, Rodgers’s fourth command at sea, had gained a repu- 
tation as one of the most efficient ships in the Seventh Fleet. During 
the Saigon evacuation, he had been ordered around to the mouth of 
the Rung Sat River near Vung Tau at Cape Saint Jacques. His mission 
was to find and escort a convoy of tugs towing large steel barges filled 
with fleeing Vietnamese. Off Vung Tau, Rodgers saw two sets of radar 
contacts going south in the narrow canals from Saigon into the Rung 
Sat. The contacts were two American-manned tugs operated by con- 
tract engineers. As the tows passed close to the shore at Vung Tau 
they came under heavy fire from the bank, presumably from Com- 
munist forces. While some Vietnamese aboard the crowded barges re- 
turned fire with small arms, Rodgers saw the danger, approached the 
coastline, and began to suppress the shore fire with his five-inch 
guns. “That worked for a while,” said Rodgers, a no-nonsense New 
Englander, “until I observed the tugs had slipped their tows and 
begun to race away to safety, leaving the barges, crowded with thou- 
sands of hapless Vietnamese, stranded and still under fire from the 
shoreline. I grew very angry.” Without awaiting orders, Rodgers 
quickly demonstrated his character. He steamed alongside the lead 
tug and trained his forward five-inch gun on it, then radioed the skip- 
per via the International Distress Frequency. A harried first mate an- 
swered. “Tell your master,” said Rodgers, “to reconnect your tow 
immediately, or I will blow you out of the water.” After a short pause, 
another voice from the tug came over the radio: “Right away, Cap- 
tain.” 

As the Wilson passed the sea buoy heading out of Kaohsiung, 
Rodgers retired to his sea cabin. He switched on the radio to the BBC 
and heard the news announcer give details of an act of piracy: An 
American merchant ship had been boarded and detained by the 
Khmer Rouge off the island of Koh Tang in the Gulf of Siam. 
Rodgers returned immediately to the bridge navigation plot and 
quickly laid out a rough track to Koh Tang. Without waiting for or- 
ders, Rodgers sent a brief message to his immediate tactical com- 
mander and to the commander of the Seventh Fleet: “Unless 
otherwise directed, am proceeding at 33 knots to Koh Tang island to 
render assistance. Estimated time of arrival forty-eight hours, request 
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tanker enroute.” (The phrase “unless otherwise directed” is used tradi- 
tionally in the navy by a junior to pry a timely response for his 
action from his senior commanders.) The Wilson commenced a two- 
day full-power run toward the scene of the action, while Rodgers and 
his men anticipated a fight. They would arrive off Koh Tang at 7:00 
A.M. on May 15, just after a second U.S. Navy ship, the frigate USS 
Harold E. Holt, arrived from Subic Bay. 

As the Wilson steamed south, navy officials diverted the aircraft 
carrier USS Coral Sea from Indonesian waters where she was heading 
for Australia to participate in a commemoration of the Battle of 
Coral Sea. As the carrier raced north toward Cambodia she was or- 
dered by President Ford to launch air attacks against a naval base and 
fuel dumps on mainland Cambodia. While these strikes were under 
way, on May 15, navy and air force fighters engaged and sank at least 
half a dozen Khymer patrol boats along the coast. 


While the air strikes were in progress, a contingent of marines and air 
force personnel led by Lieutenant Colonel Randall W. Austin, com- 
mander of the Second Battalion of the Ninth Marine Regiment, pre- 
pared to land on Koh Tang to seize, occupy, and defend the island. 
Their specific tasks were to search for the crew of the Mayaguez and 
to deny the use of the island as a base of fire that could interfere with 
the recapture of the containership. The president ordered the attack 
before receiving the navy report that part of the crew may have been 
taken toward the Cambodian mainland. 

The assault on the island—which would last seventy-eight hours— 
was being pulled together quickly, and the specific intelligence to 
help prepare the marines was scanty. Lacking concrete detailed infor- 
mation on the strength and disposition of Cambodian forces on the 
island, the Intelligence Center Pacific (IPAC), located in Hawaii, had 
estimated that possibly one hundred to two hundred Khmer Rouge 
infantry, called Khmer Kraham, with small arms supported by heavy 
weapons, might be present on the north end of the island. The esti- 
mate was nearly correct numerically but was unfortunately vague re- 
garding their specific location, their disposition, and the status of 
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entrenchment on the island. There was no mention of the existence 
of permanent, bunkered emplacements of heavy weapons or antiair- 
craft positions on the island. This was to prove costly to the 179-man 
marine force that landed in the first wave. 

During the brief hours before the planned assault, the marine 
commander of the landing force and one staff officer made a single 
hurried reconnaissance flight over the island. They noted it was ap- 
proximately five miles long and covered with jungle canopy; a 
cleared path ran through the jungle across its narrow northern neck. 
Although the marines successfully completed their reconnaissance 
flight, aerial photographs of the island were not provided in time for 
a thorough study of the defenses. Some photographs were brought 
out to the airfield and shown to Captain James Davis, the G Com- 
pany commander who was to lead the blocking platoon of his com- 
pany, as he stood on the dark runway just moments before boarding 
his helicopter. When viewed by flashlight, these images confirmed 
that there were fixed bunkers and open heavy-caliber gun pits on the 
northern part of the island, but their locations were not exact. It 
proved too late to modify the planned assault. 

The Second Battalion of the Ninth Marine Regiment was sched- 
uled to land by Seventh Air Force HH-53 and CH-53 helicopters in 
two waves, four and a half hours apart. They flew from U Tapao, 
Thailand, 195 nautical miles from Koh Tang. The plan called for the 
first wave, one reinforced platoon of G Company with Captain 
Davis, to land on the west coast of the island and the remainder of 
the company, led by battalion commander Lieutenant Colonel 
Austin, to land simultaneously on the east side. The two groups 
would then converge toward the center of the island, clearing a corri- 
dor across, sweeping the northern tip, then taking a hill in the south 
that was the highest point of the island. As the assault on the island 
began, another company of marines from the First Battalion of the 
Ninth Marine Regiment would board and retake the Mayaguez, 
which remained at anchor off the northeast tip of the island, from the 
decks of USS Harold E. Holt. A second wave of marines would follow 
four and a half hours later—the time required to shuttle more marines 
from Thailand and reinforce the marines on both sides of the island. 
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At 4:00 А.М. оп Thursday, May 15, the 227-man assault team, fly- 
ing in eleven helicopters, swooped south from Thailand. Three 
would divert to retake the containership, and the remaining eight 
would attack the island. Forty-eight marines and twelve navy men 
rappelled down ropes onto the deck of the Holt from three air force 
HH-53 helicopters. The frigate then moored alongside the Maya- 
guez, and the marines crossed to retake the containership without a 
fight. 

As 179 marines from Captain Davis’s company began the attack 
on the island supported by air force fighter-bombers, they immedi- 
ately ran into heavy resistance. During the storming of the east side 
of the island, where three platoons and the battalion command group 
were to land, two helicopters were immediately hit by heavy-caliber 
ground fire from bunkered positions. One helicopter burst into 
flames and went down in the water, killing seven marines, two navy 
corpsmen, and the air force copilot; three more men died in the surf 
while the remaining thirteen swam out to sea and were rescued by the 
USS Henry B. Wilson four hours later. One of the marine swimmers 
used his survival radio to direct air force fighter-bombers to targets 
on the island while treading water in the offshore seas. A second heli- 
copter managed to land on the east side of the island despite having 
its tail destroyed. The twenty marines and four air force men it car- 
ried disembarked, formed a perimeter in the trees along the beach, 
and held out under intense fire for the remainder of the day. 

More helicopters from the first wave tried repeatedly to land their 
marines on the eastern side of the island but came under heavy auto- 
matic weapons fire. That landing area turned out to be the most 
heavily defended, with gun pits and bunkers located directly on the 
beach. By 6:10 A.M. there were only thirty marines ashore of the 
planned ninety from the first wave, and after repeated attempts to re- 
inforce those on the eastern shore, the additional helicopters were 
driven off by intense fire. Two of the eastern first-wave helicopters di- 
verted to the west shore and landed the battalion commander, Lieu- 
tenant Colonel Austin, and twenty-nine men at a random point 
there. At first this group was pinned down on a small beach one kilo- 
meter to the south of the blocking platoon's planned position on the 
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west side of the island. They attempted to fight their way north, 
where other marines were expected to land. 

The helicopter assault on the island’s west beach by the single 
blocking platoon led by Captain Davis began at 6:30 A.M. when four 
helicopters approached from the northwest and tried to land but en- 
countered intense heavy fire from machine guns and rocket-propelled 
grenades. The first helicopter from this group was shot down after its 
marines disembarked and landed in the water; the four crewmen were 
killed. The second, with Captain Davis aboard, was severely dam- 
aged, aborted its landing, and returned to Thailand. The third heli- 
copter successfully landed the remainder of the blocking platoon. 
The fourth was driven off and withdrew, awaiting clearance to try 
again to land its marines. Austin's group, which had diverted to the 
west side, then fought its way north against stiff opposition and 
joined the main group in the west, expanding their number to eighty- 
two men. 

Three helicopters had gone down, two on the eastern side and one 
in the water on the west side, while two others limped back to base 
badly damaged, all the marines, including the company commander, 
still aboard. All but one of the eight helicopters bringing in the first 
wave of marines to the island were destroyed or damaged. That 
meant only five helicopters were available to bring in the 127 marines 
for the second wave. The marines on the east side of the island had 
been pinned down immediately and separated into two groups. After 
the fiercely opposed landing, the marines fought a fourteen-hour 
pitched battle against more than one hundred well-disciplined 
Khmer Rouge infantry. 

At 7:00 A.M. USS Henry B. Wilson sailed into radio range of the air 
force officer acting as the on-scene commander located on board the 
Airborne Battlefield Command, Control, and Communications 
EC-130 Hercules aircraft flying over the island. Captain Rodgers re- 
ported that he had arrived to render assistance. He was amazed when 
the airborne commander told him to orbit at ten thousand feet and 
await instructions. After gently explaining that he would have to con- 
fine his altitude to sea level because of the restraints of gravity, 
Rodgers steered close to the eastern side of Koh Tang and at 7:20 ob- 
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served heavy firing ashore. The Wilson crew sighted the downed heli- 
copters and detected round spheres, which, Rodgers said, “appeared 
to be coconuts in the water off the island.” Suddenly realizing that 
the coconuts were instead the helmets of helicopter flight crewmen, 
Rodgers sent the ship’s motor whaleboat and his captain’s gig, well 
armed with machine guns and small arms, to haul the surviving heli- 
copter crews from the waters near the beach. They attracted intense 
fire from the Khmer Rouge forces. 

Air force fighter-bombers from bases in Thailand attempted to 
support the marines during their fight on the island, but their air- 
control team on the ground had been separated in the landings and 
several team members were killed. As a consequence, overall air sup- 
port was makeshift and spotty, although Rodgers’s small boat crews 
provided some accurate guidance to the pilots. Several A-7 bombers 
also directed other aircraft in supporting strikes. 

For reasons unknown to this day, but probably because of the ini- 
tial air strikes on the mainland, the Khmer Rouge suddenly released the 
Mayaguez crew in the midst of the fighting, sending them out from 
Kompong Som in a commandeered Thai fishing boat. Captain 
Rodgers received a report from an orbiting P-3 aircraft that a small gun- 
boat was approaching from Kompong Som. Given permission to close, 
engage, and destroy the gunboat, Rodgers turned the Wilson toward the 
approaching boat and bore down on it at twenty-five knots, preparing 
his forward five-inch gun mount to take the boat under fire. Fortu- 
nately, a gunner’s mate perched aloft saw the craft through the power- 
ful optics of the gunfire director and noticed it was a fishing boat. He 
then reported that he saw Caucasian faces aboard. Rodgers held his 
fire, and by 10:00 A.M. the entire crew was safely in his hands. 

After Captain Miller and his men were safely on board the Wilson, 
Miller told Rodgers that he had promised the Cambodians who ге- 
leased them that, upon reaching U.S. forces, he would ask that further 
air attacks against the mainland and Koh Tang be called off. Rodgers 
immediately reported the request in a message to his superiors, as he 
and the merchant skipper looked aloft to see the sky alive with aircraft 
from the USS Coral Sea heading directly for Kompong Som. It was too 
late to call back the next strikes. Miller shrugged: “I tried.” 
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With the Mayaguez crewmen safely aboard the Wilson, President Ford 
ordered the Marines on Koh Tang, who had been fighting for more 
than twelve hours, to disengage and withdraw from the island. Rapid 
communications with Washington almost spelled tragedy for the be- 
leaguered marines when five more helicopters flying south from 
Thailand, bringing the badly needed reinforcements, complied with 
the president’s order to withdraw and turned back. These helicopters 
reversed course a second time at the furious insistence of Lieutenant 
Colonel Austin, who was by now leading the combined force of the 
two groups on the island. The fighting on Koh Tang had become so 
intense that the relief troops were unquestionably needed to protect 
the withdrawal of their comrades. 

Four of the five helicopters carrying the second wave landed one 
hundred more marines. The fifth helicopter tried to pick up the 
twenty-four men trapped on the eastern beach, but it was heavily 
damaged and returned to Thailand. At that point there were 225 U.S. 
troops on the island. For eight more hours after the order was given 
to disengage, the marines continued to fight against more than a full 
battalion of Khmer infantry supported by a heavy-weapons com- 
pany. As the ground fighting continued, sailors in the УЙ ой$ 
whaleboat continued to support the marines with .50-caliber 
machine-gun fire. Air force fighter-bombers flew over the island be- 
fore dark to assist the marines, but their pilots were unable to see 
them through the jungle. Meanwhile, the frigate Harold E. Holt was 
towing the Mayaguez clear of the action. 

Just after dark, at 6:10 P.M., air force pilots made another attempt 
to rescue the marines. Three helicopters landed on the east side of 
the island in the face of heavy ground fire. A small covering infantry 
force landed to protect the helicopters, while the stranded marines 
scrambled aboard. Helicopter crews stood in the cargo bay firing 
their GAU-5 mini-guns with one hand and pulling marines aboard 
with the other. 

The final effort on the ground was the withdrawal of the larger 
group from the west beach. Thirty marines were still heavily engaged 
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on the southern flank of the west beach with Lieutenant Colonel 
Austin in command. Twenty-seven fought their way onto the last he- 
licopter, which had set down on the narrow beach with its tailgate 
down facing the island. Air crewman Technical Sergeant Wayne Fisk 
charged out of the last CH-53 into a hail of automatic weapons fire 
to take one last look for any remaining men. He found two young 
marines still firing into the tree line. Fisk sent them to the helicopter 
and continued to search for more of the missing. Fisk and a second 
marine barely made it back to the helicopter’s rear door while being 
pursued by Khmer Rouge soldiers. As the helicopter lifted off, the 
ramp suddenly released, in a terrible moment, causing the last men 
to begin tumbling out the back. They were saved from falling from 
the helicopter by the other marines, including Captain Davis, who 
formed a human chain to hoist the dangling men from the rear door. 

After the chaotic but largely successful withdrawal, there was a 
frantic head count of marines. As those pulled out earlier had been 
taken to various ships and air bases, the count was prolonged and 
confused. Eventually the battalion commander determined that three 
marines were unaccounted for, probably left behind in the hasty de- 
parture. The three missing were part of a machine-gun team from E 
Company that had landed in the second wave. They were last seen by 
another marine who recalled passing them ammunition during the 
hasty retreat before the last helicopter departed. Twenty-five years 
later, Cambodian veterans of the action told western researchers that 
all three marines left behind had been killed. Over the years, Ameri- 
can journalist-researchers who revisited the scene found evidence on 
the island that the three remaining marines had resisted until the last, 
although their remains have still not been positively identified." 

Cambodian forces engaged during the fight included approxi- 
mately twelve patrol boats and at least one Cambodian battalion of 
Khmer Kraham infantry. Losses in the action included a Khmer base 
and oil-storage facility destroyed, eight or ten patrol boats sunk, and 
about one hundred Khmer infantry killed or wounded. U.S. casual- 
ties were eighteen killed and fifty wounded. 
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The reaction in Washington to the hijacking of Mayaguez reinforces 
the view that senior statesmen like Secretary of State Kissinger, tem- 
pered by the many years of cold war, had a tendency to relate lesser 
regional events to the larger global superpower competition. In this 
case, Kissinger and the National Security Council aides hastened to 
make the point that the United States could still act forcibly despite 
the fall of Saigon two weeks earlier. They were determined not to 
suffer another USS Pueblo incident.” Using this reasoning, Kissinger 
persuaded President Ford to order immediate air strikes against Kom- 
pong Som and to assault Koh Tang Island without waiting for diplo- 
matic measures to secure the release of the Mayaguez crew. We now 
know from information from the Cambodians that the crew was in 
the process of being released as the air strikes and island assault were 
under way, unbeknownst to the authorities in Washington. 

After an analysis of Khmer communications intercepted by air 
force intelligence, it became apparent that the seizure of the Maya- 
guez might have been the deed of a local commander and not an offi- 
cial government act. President Ford subsequently canceled additional 
B-52 strikes he had previously ordered to launch from Guam to hit 
Cambodian targets on the mainland. It was nevertheless too late to 
call back the navy air strikes from the Coral Sea, which continued 
even after the Mayaguez crew was safely aboard the Wilson. 

After the fight was over and the Mayaguez crew recovered, some 
criticized the United States for reacting hastily with excessive force. 
However, this incident was not a complex political crisis that called 
for a measured response. Since no response was ever received from 
the Cambodian government through diplomatic channels, the 
seizure was considered a brazen deed that validated a rapid and 
forceful response. While twentieth-century piracy certainly did not 
cease with the recapture and rescue of the Mayaguez crew, no more 
American-flagged ships have been seized by pirates since. 

Militarily, the Mayaguez rescue and the fight on Koh Tang were 
important events, and successfully demonstrated that the United 
States could take swift and decisive action. It is clear that the rapid 
application of land- and carrier-based air power caused the Cambodi- 
ans to change whatever plans they had in store for the captured 
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American ship and crew. However, the precise relationship between 
the Cambodian government and those who conducted the seizure is 
still uncertain. The successful outcome of the Mayaguez rescue mis- 
sion, despite its high cost in casualties-more killed and wounded 
than the number of crew originally captured—was the beginning of a 
slow process to reassert U.S. military prestige after it had reached its 
nadir in Vietnam. Not all of the U.S. rescue attempts that followed 
would be as successful. 
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PART TWO 


James E. Carter, Jr.: 
Choosing Military Action 


CHAPTER 2 


America and Special Warfare 


April 1980 


During the long cold war the United States sought to contain the 
spread of Communism in Southeast Asia by committing massive 
0.5. resources throughout the region. In 1965 the strategy in Viet- 
nam shifted to introducing sizable ground combat units, and soon 
scores of American draftees were fighting and dying in a war on the 
Asian mainland. Eight years later, American ground forces had left 
and conscription ceased. American military leaders were discouraged 
by the failure to win the ground war despite their great advantages in 
firepower and mobility. The Vietnam experience had shaken their 
faith in the “American way of war"—reliance on mass industrialized 
violence and highly mechanized mobility. 

Since colonial times Americans had viewed a professional army 
with some distaste and mistrust. However, after Vietnam, Americans 
began to search for a way to restore the armed forces’ role as a credi- 
ble instrument of U.S. policy. An all-volunteer force was formed. 
Politicians and career military officers agreed to banish the draft for 
two reasons: (1) the numbers were no longer required and (2) it was 
widely believed that the conscription formula had been implemented 
unfairly. There was also a renewed emphasis on special operations. 

Years of frustration brought about by U.S. involvement in South- 
east Asia also started a trend to elevate technology above the tradi- 
tional focus on the individual fighting man. It became unacceptable 
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for the United States to suffer large numbers of casualties. American 
science and technology developed superweapons systems and envi- 
sioned “Star Wars” battlefields where the enemy and target images are 
projected in detailed video presentations thousands of miles from the 
front. A popular aversion to seeing loved ones returned in body bags 
changed the philosophy of making war, and the new science and 
technology seemed to make the revisions possible. The basis for de- 
ciding whether or not to use military force shifted from the tradi- 
tional criterion of “How long will it take to achieve the objective?” to 
“How many casualties will it cost?” The American military command 
and control system grew more sophisticated and spawned a genera- 
tion of high-tech warriors who believed the number of men on the 
ground to be less important than new and complex electronic battle- 
field equipment. New aircraft with all-weather capabilities, night- 
vision devices, long-range video observation technology, and smart 
and highly accurate precision-guided weapons began to turn many 
defense leaders away from a theory reliant on large standing armies. 
Many military thinkers agreed that special operations forces, a fa- 
vorite idea of President John Kennedy from the early 1960s, could 
take over complex fighting missions and accomplish daring surgical 
operations with impunity. This thinking became more popular in 
the post-Vietnam, post-Mayaguez period as Americans sought to 
modernize yet reduce the manpower of the armed forces. Many po- 
litical leaders believed it would be better to rely increasingly on spe- 
cialty fighting forces supported by the new standoff air and naval 
weapons. 

Guerrilla warfare was not new to Americans but included a full 
array of renowned behind-the-lines fighting legends such as the Revo- 
lutionary War guerrilla leader Francis Marion and Civil War-era 
raiders like James Ewell Brown “Jeb” Stuart. During World War II 
American forces used special warfare tactics with limited success 
both in German-occupied France and in Burma and the Philippines 
against the Japanese. U.S. Navy Underwater Demolition Teams suc- 
cessfully infiltrated and destroyed enemy defenses before Allied 
landings in the Pacific and European theaters. Combined operations 
under Lord Louis Mountbatten gained a great deal of fame for British 
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special forces as well after some very daring and costly operations 
along the German-occupied coasts of Norway and France. The Royal 
Marine Special Boat Squadrons known as the “cockleshell heroes” be- 
came a hallmark of courage after their small explosive-laden kayaks 
were used to stage daring and spectacular raids against German ship- 
ping in France and the Japanese in Singapore. The British Special Air 
Service commando forces, direct offspring of the remarkable Long 
Range Desert Group squadrons that fought so successfully behind 
German lines in North Africa, were among the most celebrated 
founders of the modern-day special operations forces. 

After the war, the U.S. government organized a new type of spe- 
cial forces in occupied Germany to train armed teams made up of 
displaced Russians and other fiercely anti-Communist refugees from 
eastern Europe. The U.S. Navy tapped the valuable experience of its 
Underwater Demolition Teams, upgraded their training with the help 
of the British Royal Marine Special Boat Squadron, and in 1961 
formed naval commando units called Sea, Air, Land, or SEAL, 
teams. The SEALs became the first postwar American special warfare 
forces to deploy on combat missions when they conducted beach re- 
connaissance and commando raids in Cuba to prepare for the inva- 
sion anticipated during the October 1962 Cuban missile crisis. 

During the long war in Vietnam special operations forces from all 
services fought in the jungles, highlands, and rivers of Indochina. 
From the very beginning U.S. Army Special Forces had acted as ad- 
visers, training and leading Vietnamese counterpart organizations, 
and the navy did likewise with its SEALs. As the war progressed, 
American special operations forces fought with varying degrees of 
success, interdicting the North Vietnamese supply lines of the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail and across the Cambodian border. However, the early 
American commitment to special operations under President John F. 
Kennedy and Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara in Southeast 
Asia in the 1960s was seriously discredited, because the Americans 
failed to integrate the political into the military as the British and 
French colonial services had done. U.S. Special Forces combat opera- 
tions in Vietnam were frequently conducted without simultaneous 
pacification and civic action efforts and often conflicted with the 
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attempts of other agencies to gain the support of South Vietnamese 
locals. The sometimes unsavory reputation of these Special Forces 
reached a head toward the end of America’s time in Vietnam, when 
the commander of the Green Berets and some of his officers were ar- 
rested and charged with using the enemy’s own methods of coercion, 
torture, and execution of prisoners. They were later acquitted of 
wrongdoing. Bad press naturally followed, but the U.S. Army, Navy, 
and Air Force special operations forces had proven effective on a 
small scale. America was slow to learn that wars cannot be fought and 
won under strict rules imposed on one side only. To counter terrorists 
with little heed for principles, one needs to turn their tactics against 
them rather than rely on traditional codes of good sportsmanship. 
This strategy was proved by the successful, but necessarily secretive, 
operations of the SEALs in Vietnam and the British Special Air Ser- 
vice in Malaysia and Northern Ireland. 

The regular army harbored a serious mistrust of these special 
forces, however. Like the battleship navy of the early years of World 
War II that held out against aircraft-carrier warfare, the regular army 
represented a conservative block that competed with progressive ad- 
vocates. Interservice rivalry resulted in a post-Vietnam reduction in 
size and funding of the famed Green Berets and the fading of their 
popularity. For a regular army or noncommissioned officer, a too- 
close tie to the elite special troops was not healthy for a career. Never- 
theless, the rise of worldwide terrorism, as well as the spectacular 
successes of special antiterrorist squads in the Israeli raid against hi- 
jackers in Entebbe, Uganda, and the German attack against terrorists 
in Mogadishu in the late 1970s, made a similar American capability 
worth reconsidering. The services finally accepted the need for spe- 
cial operations, though not without resistance. 


In 1977 President Carter authorized the army to form a special anti- 
terrorist task force. The army gave this job to the veteran Green Beret 
Colonel Charles Beckwith and earmarked $4 million to establish a 
highly trained, superbly equipped, and secret antiterrorist unit able to 
operate anywhere in the world. He was given two years. He modeled 
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Delta Force on the British Special Air Service commandos, and also 
used British selection procedures and training. 

In 1979 the United States was faced with a frustrating situation in 
Iran. On November 4, Iranian students, in an action claimed to be 
independent of the revolutionary government of Ayatollah Kho- 
meini, violated the Vienna Convention regarding the conduct and in- 
violability of diplomats, overran the U.S. embassy in Tehran, and 
took fifty-five Americans hostage. Occurring just two years after the 
formation of Delta Force, this incident became the focus of its first 
major operation. 
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THE PERSIAN GULF AREA, 1980s 


CHAPTER 3 


The Hostage Rescue Attempt 


April 24, 1980 


You cannot take а few people from one unit, throw them in with 
some from another, give them someone else’s equipment, and hope 
to come up with a top-notch fighting outfit. 


—Colonel Charles Beckwith, 
U.S. Army rescue force commander 


It is helpful to look to the history of the Middle East, Persian Gulf, 
and horn of Africa for the background of some of the future applica- 
tions of U.S. military force. The Iran hostage rescue operation, the 
Persian Gulf escort naval engagements in 1987, the Gulf War in 1991, 
and even the 1993 intervention in Somalia bear some relationship to 
the clash of British and Russian forces in the region during the nine- 
teenth century. 

Beginning with Peter the Great in 1723, Russian interest in the Per- 
sian Gulf region was based on the goal of access to warm-water ports. 
With his dreams of maritime expansion, the czar declared war on Per- 
sia and sought unsuccessfully to expand from the southern shore of 
the Caspian Sea into the gulf to open sea lanes to India. This threat 
from Russia consumed the British for centuries and resulted in the 
prolonged presence of significant British forces in the area. Although 
the British rarely confronted the Russians on the field of battle, the 
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Russian threat triggered several smaller British wars in the region, most 
notably in Afghanistan, an inhospitable land noted for long and tor- 
tuous defeats of invaders. In the mid-1800s, the great powers of Britain 
and Russia were feeling their way toward each other in central Asia, 
like two blindfolded giants, each confused by ignorance of the other’s 
intentions. The study of Britain and Russia in Asia is of a war that 
never happened. 

America’s first serious involvement in Iran came during World 
War II. British and Soviet forces entered the country in 1941 to se- 
cure an overland route for lend-lease supplies flowing to the Soviet 
Union and to preempt German occupation of the vast Persian oil 
fields. The British and Soviets jointly unseated Reza Shah Pahlavi, 
the uncooperative Iranian monarch then in power, and installed his 
twenty-one-year-old son Mohammad Reza Pahlavi on the Peacock 
Throne. During the Tehran Conference in 1943, Churchill, Stalin, 
and Roosevelt pledged formal support for Iran’s territorial integrity 
and independence. Six months after the war ended, British and 
American forces withdrew from southern Iran, while Soviet forces re- 
mained in northern Iran and tried to establish a client state. Their ef- 
forts to seed Communism in Iran failed, however, when their 
antireligious rhetoric undermined their efforts in a society deeply de- 
voted to the Islamic faith. Strong pressure from the United States 
through the United Nations helped bring about a withdrawal of So- 
viet forces from northern Iran in 1946. 

Thereafter, the Soviets changed their tactics to subverting the 
young shah’s rule, and their influence in Iran persisted during the 
postwar period through the Iranian Communist Tudeh Party. This 
subversive Soviet threat became a key concern and overriding factor 
in the American determination to retain the shah during the years of 
the cold war. When a Soviet-backed coup threatened the shah in 
1953, President Dwight D. Eisenhower authorized an operation, 
code-named Ajax, to oust Mohammad Mossadegh, a popular and 
therefore threatening opposition leader who had gained the support 
of the Tudeh Party. The plan, originally concocted by the British, was 
directed by Kermit Roosevelt of the Central Intelligence Agency.! 
The operation succeeded, and Britain and America successfully 
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maintained their influence in the Persian Gulf. In return for their 
support, the shah granted American and British oil companies each 
40 percent of the Iranian oil consortium. 

With the Allies’ man in power for two decades, Iran achieved 
unprecedented economic prosperity. The shah stressed the Soviet 
threat to his kingdom and asked for a long list of modern military 
equipment. Although his appeals were ignored by President Eisen- 
hower, the shah found an enthusiastic supporter in Vice President 
Richard Nixon, who seemed enraptured by the shah’s growing anti- 
Communist convictions. While this Nixon-shah association was 
not productive at the time, it reemerged twenty years later as one 
cornerstone of the American policy of Persian Gulf security. Dur- 
ing the late 1950s and early 1960s the shah began to face serious op- 
position from revolutionaries led by the Shiite clergy. Resistance 
developed into open rallies, and then riots came to a head in 1963. 
The shah suppressed the clashes by brutal military force; in June 
1963 hundreds of protesters in the Muslim holy city of Qom were 
killed. 

The unrest was instigated by the cleric Ayatollah Khomeini, but at 
the time he was not taken seriously by Атейсап observers. Jailed and 
exiled to France after the 1963 riots, Khomeini continued to fuel 
Iranian dissent with a steady stream of sermons smuggled into Iran 
on audiocassette tapes. Ву 1978 Khomeini’s persistence had paid 
off, as he grew to personify Iranian dissent. It 1s astonishing that the 
vast intelligence mechanism made up of the U.S. Central Intelligence 
and Defense Intelligence Agencies, Britain's MI-6, and Iran's own 
heavy-handed intelligence service, SAVAK, failed to uncover signs 
that a religious revolution was at hand, led by the same Iranian clergy 
who had fomented the unrest in 1963. From 1963 to 1978 the risk of 
an internal uprising against the shah went largely unheeded as the 
United States focused on the external threat of the Soviet Union. In 
1973 the United States initiated a major military buildup within Iran. 
The Western allies were distracted by the unprecedented economic 
gains the country made and were bemused by the shah’s investment 
in their military assistance program. The religious turmoil through- 
out the land was simply overlooked. 
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In the post-Vietnam years it was disturbing to many in both the 
West and Iran to see vast quantities of modern weapons, ships, air- 
craft, tanks, ground equipment, and antitank and air-defense missiles 
pour into Iran as part of a vast and accelerating security assistance pro- 
gram. It was totally out of proportion to any threat the country faced 
or to the Iranians’ ability to absorb and successfully operate these ar- 
maments. The Nixon Doctrine in the Persian Gulf region took the 
form of a “two-pillar” policy in which America strove to build re- 
gional security by providing military material support but not troops 
to the two friendly regimes, Iran and Saudi Arabia. The complex social 
and religious upheaval churning in the shadows was ignored. At the 
core of the unrest lay the hatred of the imitation of Western culture by 
the shah's regime, denounced by Khomeini as *Westoxication."? 

While President Carter was elected in 1976 on the principal issues 
of human rights and reducing American arms sales abroad, torture 
and political persecution had become routine in Iran under the shah, 
and his personal manipulation of the economy merely provoked the 
growing opposition. The Iranian revolution began in 1978, two 
months after the death of the Ayatollah Khomeini’s son, allegedly 
at the hands of SAVAK.* The Iranian police opened fire on a reli- 
gious demonstration in Qom, killing a number of students, an act 
that set off a series of violent demonstrations that subsequently 
started the revolution in earnest. The shah's regime began to come 
apart at the seams and the shah was forced to flee for his life in Janu- 
ary 1979. The rest of the world, including an incredulous American 
government, was left in shock. After seeking shelter in two reluctant 
Arab states, Egypt and Morocco, the shah landed in America. Then, 
while the Carter administration cogitated and sought solutions, events 
in Tehran boiled over. In February Khomeini returned from exile in 
France. The rapid deterioration and collapse of the shah's government 
had caught the United States by surprise. The Ayatollah Khomeini’s 
newly emerging regime vehemently opposed American presence in 
the area in any form. The new Iran also sought to spread the Islamic 
revolution throughout the Persian Gulf region by encouraging the 
overthrow of Arab states. 

Then, on November 4, 1979, after the fall of the interim govern- 
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ment, a handful of Iranian revolutionary guard students scaled the 
walls and seized the American embassy compound in Tehran. Cer- 
tainly they had the blessing of Khomeini, who had been in the coun- 
try only nine months. The former shah had been admitted to the 
United States earlier. It was not the first time the embassy had been 
attacked, and it 1s therefore puzzling why such an action took the em- 
bassy by surprise. Nine months earlier, on February 14, revolutionar- 
ies had attacked and captured the ambassador and some of his staff. 
On that occasion members of Khomeini's staff, recently returned in 
triumph with their leader, had intervened on the ambassador's be- 
half, and within twenty-four hours all the American captives had 
been released. They further made provisions for token protection by 
offering the embassy a band of young revolutionary guards to act as 
security. When the ultimate provocation came in November, it trig- 
gered a long standoff between Iran and the United States that did not 
end until 444 days later, when a shattered President Carter left the 
White House. 

The Ayatollah's takeover in Iran and the seizure of the U.S. em- 
bassy in 1979, coupled with the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 
December of the same year, prompted the president to declare his 
Carter Doctrine in his State of the Union Address on January 23, 
1980. It stated: “An attempt by an outside power to gain control of 
the Persian Gulf region will be regarded as an assault on the vital in- 
terests of the United States of America, and such an assault will be 
repelled by any means necessary, including military force." This pol- 
icy provided the direct rationale for developing the U.S. Rapid De- 
ployment Force, a large conventional unit designed to respond 
quickly at extreme distances from home. Events of that year also 
drew more American naval forces into the area, where they would re- 
main at reduced levels for the next twenty years. Given the lack of 
reliable U.S. military bases on Saudi Arabia's soil, and that country's 
reluctance to make binding defense arrangements with Western pow- 
ers, America was limited to developing only minimal logistic facili- 
ties there and elsewhere in the region. These provided the capability 
to handle potential surges of American forces on a temporary basis 
should the need arise. 
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President Carter frequently but reluctantly considered military ac- 
tion against Iran to gain release of the American hostages. A long and 
anguishing period during which negotiations and limited economic 
sanctions failed produced no results, but a rescue seemed a long shot. 
The military choices addressed by his national security advisers in- 
cluded imposing a blockade, mining Iranian ports, unleashing se- 
lected air strikes against Iranian oil refineries, and a carefully crafted, 
complex rescue mission to be conducted by Delta Force, the newly 
formed army special operations antiterrorist unit. 

After the first occupation of the embassy compound in February, 
Delta Force had requested permission to send a team to Tehran to 
conduct a detailed survey of the embassy and its surroundings in an- 
ticipation of some sort of future operation. The Army Chief of Staff, 
General Edward C. Meyer, denied permission for Delta to survey the 
area, an unfortunate decision that proved in the end to greatly com- 
plicate planning when the army was ordered to formulate a hostage- 
rescue plan later that year. Then Delta Force requested a covert 
reconnaissance flight into Iran to locate staging areas for a possible 
rescue attempt. This request was first sought from the president on 
February 28. President Carter denied the request on the basis that the 
mission might fail and jeopardize diplomatic negotiations? On 
March 7 National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski and Secre- 
tary of State Cyrus Vance resubmitted a proposal for the reconnais- 
sance mission and were again turned down by the president because 
he felt that such a mission, if discovered, might further provoke the 
Iranians. 

After four months of frustrating talks with Iran, President Carter 
called a meeting of the National Security Council to review a mili- 
tary solution. During this gathering, which was held at Camp David 
on Saturday, March 22, 1980, the president finally approved a recon- 
naissance mission and the commitment of special operations person- 
nel to attempt to rescue the hostages by force. The meeting began at 
10:45 A.M. and continued until 3:30 P.M. The shah was then visiting 
Panama to investigate the possibility of settling there. He was also 
considering an invitation by President Anwar Sadat to end his flight 
in Egypt. President Carter had just spoken to Sadat and persuaded 
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him that Egypt was a more prudent place of refuge than the United 
States. Sadat believed he could weather the political consequences, 
and the shah flew to Egypt the next day, just as air force General 
David Jones, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, briefed the 
president on the details of a planned rescue mission. 

The lack of intelligence that had frustrated any possibility of an 
immediate rescue mission had finally been overcome, and the U.S. 
military was receiving reports from allied foreign observers in Iran. 
Additionally, some agents from the Defense Intelligence Agency’s In- 
telligence Support Activity had been sent into Iran. Any rescue plan 
would be particularly difficult to formulate, because it would take 
place in a landlocked capital in a country surrounded by states 
openly hostile to the United States: the Soviet Union, Iraq, and 
Soviet-occupied Afghanistan. Although the locations of the hostages 
were generally known, it was not likely that they could be mustered 
together quickly and moved easily during a rescue. Thus, it was nec- 
essary that a rescue plan include enough time for the rescue forces to 
search a large number of buildings in the embassy compound before 
gathering the hostages and rescue forces together and whisking them 
out of the city and the country. General Jones was certain that if the 
rescue forces could get into the compound without alerting the revo- 
lutionary guards, the operation stood a high chance of success. Get- 
ting into the compound and evacuating the Americans seemed less 
difficult than getting the rescue forces to the embassy and surprising 
the guards. 

The army devised a rescue plan that consisted of separate phases, 
each of which could be terminated and the forces withdrawn, if nec- 
essary, without making the situation between the two countries 
worse. The first phase of the plan required positioning forces covertly 
at various tactically advantageous locations throughout the Middle 
East. Certainly one of the most challenging aspects of the entire op- 
eration was to keep secret a large movement of specialist units from 
the observant eyes of the free press and the Soviets. The potentially 
high visibility of the particular ground, air, and naval forces that 
might be expected to take part in an engagement of this kind made 
the operational security of the effort a key aspect of the plan. 
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The main purpose of the March 22 Camp David meeting was to set a 
timetable in motion so that once the president decided to go, a re- 
hearsed force would be ready with minimal delay. A staging base 
called Desert One was selected in the remote Great Salt Desert, near 
the town of Tabas, two hundred miles southeast of Tehran. The plan 
was to fly in a force at night in a combination of fixed-wing aircraft 
and long-range helicopters coming from different directions. The 
force would converge at Desert One, where the helicopters would re- 
fuel from huge bladders delivered by the fixed-wing aircraft, load the 
assault force, and take off again for a spot called the hide site near 
Garmsar, eighty miles southeast of Tehran. They would then land and 
conceal the helicopters, rest, and wait in darkness for their assault on 
the embassy compound. 

The plan required long-range helicopters to fly an incredibly long 
distance with maximum fuel load and minimal cargo. The mission, 
code-named Eagle Claw, included more than one hundred partici- 
pants. Two Iranian generals who had fled Iran during the revolution 
were to help the rescuers get in and out of the embassy. Altogether, 
the team consisted of ninety Delta rangers, twelve drivers for the con- 
voy of hostages and rescuers, and a twelve-man road-watch team, in- 
cluding interpreters, that would secure Desert One against chance 
intruders. An additional thirteen-man Special Forces assault team 
would enter the Iranian foreign ministry and free three hostages who 
were held separately. Delta's ninety-man assault team was divided 
into three groups: Red, White, and Blue. After the road-watch teams 
were withdrawn from Desert One, 120 men would continue to the 
hide site. 

The rescuers expected the assault on the embassy compound to be 
the most certain part of the operation, and it had been rehearsed re- 
peatedly. Getting the hostages and rescue teams out of Tehran was 
also well rehearsed and was not considered to be the most difficult 
part of the operation. The long flights in and out of Iran, however, 
were made complex and difficult by the necessity for concealment. 
The rescue force had to take off from an aircraft carrier in the Gulf 
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of Oman. Because the helicopters had to be hidden below the flight 
deck in the carrier’s hangar bay, which required them to have folding 
tails, the choice of aircraft was limited to navy helicopters. The mis- 
sion of the helicopters was so closely held, and the importance and 
vitality of the effort so well concealed, that when the navy mine war- 
fare squadron commanders were ordered to provide some of their he- 
licopters for an undefined joint operation, they naturally offered up 
their aircraft with the worst maintenance records. The plan settled on 
using navy RH-53D Sea Stallion helicopters, since they had the range 
and folding tail assembly that allowed them to be concealed in the 
aircraft carrier hangar bay. 

At first the navy wanted the helicopters to be flown by navy pilots, 
but it had no pilots experienced in the type of low-level night flying 
required by the special rescue force. Nevertheless, navy pilots came 
with the helicopters and began training with Delta Force, but it soon 
became obvious that they were unsuited to the type of flying re- 
quired by the mission. The Joint Chiefs of Staff then selected Marine 
Corps pilots to fly the helicopters even though they, too, had little 
special operations flight training. For reasons of secrecy the partici- 
pants had not once trained together. Incredibly, the entire force never 
met until the operation began. Why Delta Force was not assigned pi- 
lots with the required training is still a mystery. With the mixed bag 
of services involved in the operation, experts claim that the mission 
commander, Colonel Charles Beckwith, never really had overall com- 
mand of the effort. 

The mission began on April 24, 1980. The helicopters lifted off 
on time from the carrier Nimitz but promptly flew into two big 
clouds of suspended dust and sand that caused them to veer off 
course and to delay their arrival by more than an hour at Desert One. 
The first six of the eight helicopters arrived at Desert One from sixty 
to ninety minutes late, and the other two never arrived. One of the 
missing landed with mechanical failure and was abandoned. The 
crew boarded the eighth, which was not damaged, and returned to 
the carrier Nimitz. At Desert One a third helicopter was declared un- 
usable owing to a hydraulic failure. Faced with having only five out 
of the minimum six helicopters that he needed for the mission, Colo- 
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nel Beckwith made the difficult decision to abort. Then, to make 
matters worse, while preparing to evacuate the staging area, one RH- 
53D helicopter collided with one of the six fixed-wing HC-130 Her- 
cules in the mission and both aircraft burst into flames, killing eight 
men (five air force men and three marines) and seriously wounding 
several more. 

The rescue plan itself was complex, haphazard, and characterized 
by the Vietnam-era practices of employing civilian management tech- 
niques that avoided centralized command and impeded individual 
initiative. Even more deplorable was the finger-pointing that fol- 
lowed. Senior administration figures second-guessed the determina- 
tion and even the courage of the mission participants, particularly the 
helicopter pilots. In postaction accounts several senior White House 
officials claimed that two of the three helicopters that aborted the 
mission because of mechanical failure could have continued on. 
Specifically, they referred to the cockpit instrument warning lights, 
the BIM (Blade Inspection Method) in the two helicopters that 
aborted. These lights had indicated possible early stages of internal 
structural failure in the rotors and that the blades were losing the 
pressure of the inert nitrogen gas inside.’ Some critics claimed these 
indications did not necessarily make the helicopter inoperable.’ Such 
criticism is unwarranted, and those who participated in the mission 
were the most qualified to judge those matters. 


When President Carter told the American people that a rescue at- 
tempt to free the hostages had been unsuccessful, the event became a 
symbol of military failure that was hard to overcome. After the disas- 
ter at Desert One, the secretary of defense appointed a special inves- 
tigative panel chaired by Admiral James L. Holloway III, a former 
chief of Naval Operations, to seek recommendations and elucidate 
lessons learned. Made public in August 1980, the report of the rescue 
mission prepared by Admiral Holloway and five other officers from 
all the participating services was a comprehensive, independent evalu- 
ation of all aspects of the mission.’ 

The choice of using navy helicopters flown by Marine Corps pilots 
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was a point of considerable censure in the Holloway report, and was 
singled out as one of the primary reasons for the failure of the mis- 
sion. Another glaring issue that marred the operation was the absence 
of the helicopters’ unit maintenance personnel aboard the USS 
Nimitz. By default, necessary maintenance for the unusual helicopters 
had to be performed by the men of the Nimitz helicopter squadron, 
who were trained on their own Sea Kings and not the RH-53D Sea 
Stallion, a totally different kind of helicopter. Spare-parts shortages 
and poor maintenance plagued the rescue mission, which was charac- 
teristic of the poor defense management of the 1970s. These errors, 
compounded by secrecy and haste, made the long and difficult flight 
to Desert One nearly impossible to achieve successfully. It is unlikely 
that the precise cause of the mechanical failures will ever be deter- 
mined. Flying at extremely low altitude over five hundred miles of 
desert beneath Iranian radar coverage, a total of six hundred miles 
from the carrier, was a superhuman and heroic feat in and of itself. 

Whether a rescue mission with properly trained personnel and 
well-maintained equipment could have succeeded remains an open 
question. Gary Sick, who served on President Carter’s National Secu- 
rity Council staff, said that the rescue was a military failure, not a fail- 
ure of political judgment ог command.!? Retired Brigadier General 
David Grange, who served as a Ranger company commander and 
part of the rescue force, saw it differently: “Due to the audacity, sur- 
prise, and training of the ground forces, we would have been success- 
ful. During the American embassy assault . . . and extraction out of 
Iran, the force would have had some casualties, and some of the 
hostages would have been hurt, but I am convinced the mission 
would have been a success.”!! Former hostage Moorhead Kennedy 
disagreed. “The Iranians had warned us as early as February," 
Kennedy said, “that they hoped Mr. Carter would do nothing foolish 
like a helicopter rescue attempt, for they were ready for it, and some 
if not all of us would be killed. ... Don't you think if everyone in 
Washington knew that Mr. Carter was running out of options, the 
students might have arrived at the same conclusion and taken precau- 
tions accordingly?” 
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Another critical point in studying the mission in hindsight is the 
fact that despite the massive security assistance present in Iran, the 
U.S. government lacked any effective remaining intelligence sources 
on the ground and had been forced to begin intelligence collection 
operations nearly from scratch.? The Holloway Commission's find- 
ings ultimately resulted in the creation of the Special Operations Ad- 
visory Panel that was to pave the way in the future for forming a 
separate Joint Special Operations Command. 

The failure of the rescue mission in Iran was the lowest point of 
American military esteem in the post-Vietnam era. It happened in the 
midst of a period of international instability, a domestic economic 
crisis caused by the oil shortage, and the deteriorating conditions of 
American military life in late 1970s. During this time all services were 
struggling to remain operationally ready. The austere defense budgets 
of the 1970s had forced the navy to decrease its number of ships by 
half in ten years, and many were unable to go to sea for lack of ade- 
quate manning. Air force aircraft were frequently cannibalized for 
spare parts to keep a bare minimum number flying, and 7 percent 
were grounded because of a spare parts supply shortage. The junior 
grades of the armed forces were paid less Шар 85 percent of the fed- 
eral minimum wage, and many servicemen had no choice but to put 
their families on food stamp programs. Less than half of the military 
were high school graduates. Morale was at an all-time low, which was 
reflected in the retention rates of all services. Navy pilot retention, 
for example, was barely 28 percent, which seriously diluted the fleet’s 
air capabilities. 

The failure of the Iran rescue mission had a severe and lasting ef- 
fect on American military leadership. Never again would U.S. 
forces be committed without possessing an overwhelming advan- 
tage in numbers and firepower. The operation had been planned 
and rehearsed over a period of more than six months, and its failure 
could not be dismissed as simply due to mechanical problems. Not 
having an adequate number of helicopters to back up those that 
failed proved to be an error that would affect many future military 
operations. Caspar Weinberger, President Reagan's secretary of 
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defense, stated that during the preparations for the next American 
military engagement, the intervention in Grenada three years later, 
he had ordered General John Vessey, the chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, to double the assets he thought necessary to do the 
job because of the results of the failed hostage-rescue mission. 
Costly and futile as the Iran rescue attempt was, the end result was 
a necessary boost to the acceptance of the special operations troops 
as not only legitimate but also necessary, given the changing nature 
of human conflict. 

There has always been a general feeling in the United States that 
its diplomats abroad should be protected. Throughout history Britain 
has shared the same belief concerning its subjects. In 1850 British 
Foreign Secretary Lord Henry Palmerston declared in a debate in the 
House of Commons: “As the Roman in days of old held himself free 
from indignity, when he could say civis Romanus sum, so also a British 
subject in whatever land he may be, shall feel confident that the 
watchful eye and strong arm of England will protect him against in- 
justice and wrong.” In 1864, when Emperor Theodore of Abyssinia 
imprisoned Queen Victoria’s consul to the Abyssinian court and tor- 
tured him because of a diplomatic faux pas, the British reacted with a 
force that triggered the Abyssinian War. The Crown sent forth an ex- 
pedition consisting of thirteen thousand British and Indian soldiers 
in a campaign lasting more than three years. In April 1868 they at- 
tacked the Abyssinian fortress of Magdala, killed seven hundred 
Abyssinians, and rescued the consul and a group of forty-eight other 
European prisoners held by Emperor Theodore." 

Just two years after the hostage rescue attempt in Iran, Italian 
Red Brigade terrorists kidnapped U.S. Army Brigadier General 
James Dozier. The Pentagon, State Department, and Central Intelli- 
gence Agency spent an inordinate amount of time struggling over 
who would take action to find and free Dozier, but the Italians suc- 
ceeded in rescuing him. Congressional leaders were outraged and 
discouraged by interservice bickering, and in 1987 Congress passed 
a law ordering the Defense Department to form a new Joint Special 
Operations Command. Senior military leaders fought the issue, 
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feeling that Congress was meddling in their affairs, but in the end 
the joint command was formed and did extremely well, beginning 
with the storming of Panama in 1989. However, more failures and 
embarrassing operations were undertaken before that milestone was 
reached. 
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CHAPTER 4 


Intervention in Lebanon 


June 1982-February 1984 


In 1982 the United States sent marines into Lebanon as part of a 
United Nations-sponsored multinational force including British, 
French, and Italian army units. Their mission was to supervise the si- 
multaneous withdrawal of the U.S.-backed Israeli and Soviet-backed 
Syrian military forces poised for battle inside Lebanon. The buildup 
followed the Israeli invasion in 1982 and threatened to transform 
Lebanon into a full-scale battleground. Over time, however, the mis- 
sion of the international force failed to adjust to the dynamics among 
the belligerents, and the chances for successful peacekeeping gradu- 
ally evaporated. 


Roughly the size of the state of Connecticut, Lebanon was created 
out of the wreckage of the Ottoman Empire’s Greater Syria after 
World War I, when the victorious Allies drew up artificial boundaries. 
It has a rich history and a mixed ethnic population with a myriad of 
religious beliefs. Following World War II, Lebanon emerged as a rela- 
tively stable state governed by a parliamentary system in which the 
Christians enjoyed a majority. In subsequent years, the Muslims be- 
came the majority group, but the Christians retained control of the 
government through manipulation of various power blocs during 
rigged elections. For more than ten years Lebanon continued to 
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maintain a basically stable, if weak, government with the capital, 
Beirut, acting as both a cultural hub and one of the main commercial 
trade centers of the Middle East. 

The saga of U.S. intervention in Lebanon began in 1958, when Pres- 
ident Dwight D. Eisenhower sent in a military force to forestall what 
was perceived to be an attempt by acolytes of United Arab Republic 
leader Gamal Abdel Nasser, backed by the Soviet Union, to overthrow 
the government of Lebanese president Camille Chamoun. The Ameri- 
can intervention, involving seventeen thousand army troops and 
marines, appeared to shore up the government's stability, and after a 
few months the troops were successfully withdrawn. However, over the 
next ten years the situation in Lebanon steadily deteriorated as the 
country became more and more embroiled in internecine strife. 

Renewed unrest began in 1970 with King Hussein's expulsion of 
the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) from Jordan. Led by 
Yasir Arafat and with nowhere else to go, the Palestinian fighters set- 
tled in southern Lebanon and began to operate out of those areas, 
using terror tactics to gather worldwide support for their cause. Sev- 
eral thousand dedicated PLO fighters settled in Lebanon and began 
forays against Israel from the vicinity of Beirut, which had a long his- 
tory of peaceful coexistence among its Muslim, Jewish, and Christ- 
ian residents. With the influx of the PLO, however, Lebanon began 
to suffer serious sectarian violence. By early 1975 civil war erupted 
between the Christians and the Muslims and their Palestinian allies. 
Over time Lebanon's relatively weak central government gave way 
under the pressure of inter-Arab disputes and the outbreak of long- 
dormant internal conflict, and by the early 1980s southern Lebanon 
had become the primary locus of Arab-Israeli horrors. Additionally, 
by 1981 the Shiite Muslims, who were among the largest and most 
destitute sectarian communities in the world and occupied the bot- 
tom of the Lebanese political structure, formed a new alliance with 
the Palestinians in order to improve their economic and political sta- 
tus. With a belief system centered on Ali, the son-in-law of Muham- 
mad, the Shiite branch of Islam had long been characterized by a 
sense of persecution. During the 1980s, it grew into one of the most 
fanatical political groups in the Middle East and harbored a more 
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virulent hatred for the West than other branches of Islam. Shiites felt 
that an accurate census in Lebanon would prove they might indeed 
have a plurality, but their efforts were consistently curbed by the 
more numerous and more moderate Sunni Muslims and the Ma- 
ronite Christians, the Phalangists. Further grievances sprang from 
what they perceived as the disproportionate Christian wealth and 
power. The governing Maronite Christian sect, headed by the 
Gemayel clan in the 1980s, held the Palestinians primarily responsi- 
ble for the loss of order. 

While neighboring Syria had generally supported Palestinian ef- 
forts against Israel, its politically astute President Hafez al Assad en- 
sured that no single faction became too powerful in Lebanon. To 
prevent the PLO from gaining superiority in Lebanon in 1976, Syria 
even intervened sporadically on behalf of the Phalangists—a curious 
alliance, but typical of President Assad’s political methods. After 
that, to protect its interests, Syria kept tens of thousands troops 
equipped and trained by the Soviet Union in Lebanon. Syria viewed 
Lebanon as a convenient place from which to stage attacks against Is- 
rael, while Israel saw Lebanon as a potential buffer to protect it from 
Syrian or Palestinian attacks. 

Matters came to a head in April 1981, when Phalangist leaders de- 
vised a scheme to draw the Israelis into a clash with the large Syrian 
forces around the town of Zahle, the third largest city in Lebanon, 
with a population of two hundred thousand (mostly Greek Ortho- 
dox). Zahle was the capital of the Bekaa Valley, the long narrow valley 
lined by mountains that separates central Lebanon from Syria. The 
Phalange leader Bashir Gemayel informed the Israelis that the city 
was a major Phalange stronghold about to be surrounded and over- 
run by Syrian commandos. Then, to confirm this claim, a Phalangist 
unit attacked Syrian soldiers guarding a bridge on the Beirut- 
Damascus highway and destroyed two tanks. President Assad reacted 
immediately and rushed Syrian reinforcements to Zahle by road and 
helicopter. The Syrians troops behaved with considerable brutality, 
burning crops and shelling the city. The ground fighting precipitated 
an air battle in which Israel downed a Syrian military helicopter, and 
Syria immediately installed Soviet-made SAM-6 antiaircraft missiles 
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in the Bekaa Valley.’ This militarization of the strategic valley quickly 
led to a series of Israeli air strikes against Syrian and PLO positions in 
Lebanon and, in response, to an increase in Palestinian artillery and 
rocket attacks against northern Israel launched from Lebanon. 

Seeking to de-escalate the spiraling conflict, U.S. Ambassador 
Philip Habib hammered out a cease-fire. The agreement was com- 
plex, and the Israelis immediately began enforcing their own interpre- 
tation: First, any Palestinian attack against Jews anywhere in the 
world constituted a violation of the delicate regional cease-fire. Sec- 
ond, Israeli forces were free to advance into any area peacefully, 
meaning as long as they were not actively shooting. If they were fired 
upon, that action would constitute a violation of the cease-fire by the 
opposing side.” 

While the PLO in Lebanon was focusing its hostility against Is- 
rael, most Israelis viewed the situation as a perfect opportunity to fin- 
ish off the PLO in one fell swoop. Furthermore, some Israelis, such as 
Defense Minister Ariel Sharon, viewed the entire Arab-Israeli conflict 
at the time as merely a sideshow of the Soviet-U.S. cold war. Sharon 
believed that destroying the PLO might bring an abrupt end to 
worldwide terrorism and be a regional tactical defeat for the Soviet 
Union. Secretary of State Alexander Haig held views similar to 
Sharon's. 

The Israelis claimed justification for a full-scale invasion of 
Lebanon when a *Palestinian" gunman wounded the Israeli ambassa- 
dor in London, even though four days later the would-be assassin was 
found to be from a completely different faction—the anti-Arafat Iraqi 
Abu Nidal group. The head of the hit squad was the cousin of Abu 
Nidal. In any event, on June 6, 1982, Israel invaded Lebanon in a 
fierce effort to destroy the PLO completely, and end years of inter- 
mittent warfare in which the victims had been mostly civilians. 

The Israelis successfully advanced deep into the Bekaa Valley 
against Syrian forces while the PLO fought to hold on in Beirut and 
indeed to survive, as Israeli forces cut off and surrounded the city. 
Grave concern for innocent civilians who might be caught in vio- 
lent urban fighting if Israel advanced into Beirut formed the basis 
of a Lebanese request for a multinational force to be brought in to 
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separate the belligerents. France, Italy, the United States, and Britain 
were asked to contribute to the force. Secretary of State Haig backed 
American participation, arguing that the main obstacle to peace was 
the presence of three foreign armies in Lebanon-the Syrian “peace- 
keeping” force, the military arm of the PLO, and the Israeli army—all 
of which were stronger than the Lebanese army.’ The idea of partici- 
pating 1n such an international force was at first opposed by Secre- 
tary of Defense Caspar Weinberger and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff General John Vessey. 

Desperate to keep the peace in Lebanon and to prevent escalation 
to a full-scale war, the United Nations Security Council passed Reso- 
lution 508 in July 1982 calling for the withdrawal of Israel from 
Lebanon. The United States agreed to participate in a multinational 
Force (MNF), the purpose of which was to supervise the withdrawal 
of both Israeli and Syrian forces, whose presence in Lebanon had 
been roundly condemned by the United Nations. 


On August 25, 1982, elements of the Thirty-second Marine Am- 
phibious Unit, commanded by Colonel James M. Mead, landed in 
the port of Beirut. A Marine Amphibious Unit is a self-contained 
force of roughly twelve hundred troops with its own artillery, heavy 
weapons, helicopters, and fixed-wing aircraft. After going ashore, the 
marines assisted in the evacuation of 6,436 Palestinians and Syrians. 
PLO leader Arafat was escorted to safety and eventually to Tunis by 
French and American forces. By September 3 the mission seemed 
complete and the marines withdrew without having fired a shot, re- 
boarding their ships on September 10. It appeared that intervention 
had worked and the mission was seen as a model of successful peace- 
keeping. 

Four days after the marines withdrew, the leader of the Israeli- 
backed Christian Phalangist movement, President-elect Bashir 
Gemayel, was assassinated, presumably by PLO supporters. The fol- 
lowing day Israeli forces overran the Muslim sector of West Beirut. 
During the next two days, angry Phalangists, under the protection of 
the Israeli forces in West Beirut, massacred hundreds of Palestinian 
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civilians, including women and children, in the refugee camps of 
Shatila and Sabra south of Beirut. There were strong indications that 
the senior Israeli commander, Ariel Sharon, ignored these actions 
and turned a blind eye to the slaughter. Directly following the horri- 
ble massacre, Amin Gemayel, the new Lebanese president and 
brother of the slain Bashir, requested that the MNF once again inter- 
vene to protect the Muslims of West Beirut and guarantee the with- 
drawal of Israeli and Syrian forces from the city. The government of 
Lebanon, as well as most Christian and Muslim factions, supported 
the reintroduction of the MNF. 

On September 29, despite the opposition of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, President Reagan ordered Colonel Mead’s Thirty-second Ma- 
rine Amphibious Unit back into Beirut, this time with the mission of 
providing a “presence in Beirut, that would in turn help establish the 
stability necessary for the Lebanese government to regain control of 
their capital.”4 The mission of the marines as written in the JCS Alert 
Order of September 23, 1982, was defined as follows: “To establish 
an environment which will permit the Lebanese armed forces to 
carry out their responsibilities in the Beirut агеа.” The French, Ital- 
ians, and British again agreed to participate. President Ronald Reagan 
had assured Congress that the marines were in Lebanon not to en- 
gage in combat, but to pacify Lebanon. However, the mission was 
less than a model of clarity for the marines, who were not sure 
whether they were supposed to act as peacekeepers or to maintain 
order between feuding factions backed by the Soviet Union on one 
side and Israel on the other. 

Two days after going ashore, the marines began to receive spo- 
radic fire from both the Syrians and the Lebanese Muslims. The 
MNF totaled three thousand troops, including a British force of 155 
observers. The French portion of the MNF was stationed in Beirut, 
and the Italians were stationed near the heavily populated refugee 
camps in the south. The U.S. Marine contingent, which had grown to 
a force of twelve hundred, was assigned to an area south of the Ital- 
ians at the Beirut International Airport. There was no single com- 
mander of the force; each contingent had its own leadership that was 
authorized to coordinate with the other contingents. Three U.S. 
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Marine rifle companies came ashore initially and displaced Israeli 
forces from the airport. The marines had the Mediterranean on one 
flank and the Old Sidon Road in the east on the other. As an experi- 
enced combat commander, Colonel Mead immediately sought to 
place his marines on the high ground across the road, but he was 
overruled by his commanders. The United States did not wish to ap- 
pear to be supporting Israeli forces that were still using the Sidon 
Road for the logistic support of their forces positioned elsewhere. 
This forced the marines into a tactical situation that would prove to 
be seriously flawed. 

The marines’ terrain was difficult to defend. They were deployed 
around the airport. Traffic was heavy there, with more than thirty 
flights and twenty-four hundred passengers moving through on an 
average day. The marines established their headquarters in a two- 
story concrete building that had previously been the airport fire- 
fighting training school. The full marine battalion used a partially 
bombed-out four-story reinforced concrete building, located to 
the southwest of the headquarters, as a barracks. It had been the 
Lebanese Aviation Administration Bureau. On October 30, the 
Twenty-fourth Marine Amphibious Unit, commanded by Colonel 
Thomas M. Stokes, Jr., came ashore and relieved the Thirty-second. The 
new unit consisted of 1,806 Marines and 81 navy personnel, including 
corpsmen, chaplains, and construction personnel called Seabees. As 
the new marine contingent came ashore, a car bomb exploded on the 
beach nearby, an ominous warning to the new peacekeepers. In an at- 
tempt to emphasize a renewed determination to improve the situation, 
the marines began to patrol actively by jeep and on foot. They also 
began to train the Lebanese Armed Forces Rapid Reaction Force in 
small-unit tactics, the use of arms, and command and control proce- 
dures. This outward support of the Lebanese military was a further at- 
tempt to show that the mission was there not to support Israel, as the 
Muslim factions believed, but to make concrete progress shoring up 
the defensive capability of the government of Lebanon. 

By the end of 1982, when it became clear to all the factions that 
neither Israel nor Syria intended to withdraw anytime soon, they 
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began to attack one another as well as the MNF. The American train- 
ing and equipping of the Lebanese army were neither sufficient nor 
effective in helping to quell the fighting on all sides. Nor was the 
Lebanese army able to deal with the thirty thousand Syrians and as 
many Israelis still present in Lebanon. 


The marines’ first serious confrontation with a major conventional 
force occurred on February 2, 1983, when the Israeli army dispatched 
three Centurion tanks at high speed down the Sidon Road after one 
of its supply columns had been ambushed. It perceived that the at- 
tackers had emerged from the territory under U.S. control and in- 
tended to flush out the culprits. The three tanks were stopped 
abruptly in the middle of the road by Captain Charles B. Johnson, 
an outraged marine company commander. Johnson bravely stood in 
the road and faced off the tanks until they complied with his order to 
stop, which they did only after he climbed onto the lead tank and 
threatened the Israeli commander at gunpoint. This act was initially 
acclaimed by the local Muslim community as indicating that the 
American forces were sincerely neutral in their mission, but the senti- 
ment was short-lived. On February 14 the Thirty-second Marine Am- 
phibious Unit relieved the Twenty-fourth in Beirut, beginning 
Colonel James Mead’s third tour in Lebanon. Difficulties between 
the marines and Israeli forces continued until Ambassador Philip 
Habib applied pressure, and the Israeli army installed a direct radio 
link for coordination between the U.S. and Israeli on-scene com- 
manders. 

As the MNF was increasingly perceived by Muslims to be the offi- 
cial ally of the Christian-dominated Lebanese government, hostility 
grew. On March 15 an Italian patrol was ambushed by Muslim forces 
who killed one soldier and wounded nine. The next day five U.S. 
Marines were wounded when a Muslim tossed a hand grenade at a 
patrol north of the airport. Thereafter, the Marines curtailed foot pa- 
trols and increased vehicular patrols with loaded weapons. Two days 
later, after coming under sniper fire, the marines returned fire for the 
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first time against the unidentified assailants. Then, on April 18, a 
man drove a pickup truck loaded with explosives past a Lebanese 
guard into the lobby of the American embassy in West Beirut. It ex- 
ploded, killing sixty-three people, including seventeen Americans. 
Evidence proved that suicidal and determined Iranian revolutionary 
guards were active in the area and were assisting the Palestinian Shi- 
ites with considerable financial support. It seemed that the rapid ac- 
celeration of violence among the local factions had drawn other 
similarly motivated activists. 

After the bombing attack at the embassy, the marines’ mission ex- 
panded. The U.S. European Command, under whose authority the 
marines operated, changed the rules of engagement to permit the 
marines to initiate fire if they perceived an imminent threat. They 
doubled guards on all posts and for the first time employed armored 
amphibious tractors on main routes around their positions. On May 
5, Colonel Mead’s helicopter was hit by small-arms fire from uniden- 
tified shooters, but there were no casualties. 

Israel and Lebanon signed a U.S.-sponsored withdrawal agreement 
on May 17, but Syria and the Muslim factions opposed it as in- 
equitable, and tensions rose still higher. At the end of May, the 
Twenty-fourth Marine Amphibious Unit replaced the marines ashore, 
and Colonel Timothy J. Geraghty relieved Colonel Mead as the U.S. 
MNF commander. During this deployment, Lebanese army person- 
nel began to accompany the marine patrols. On July 22 twelve 
Soviet-built rockets and mortar rounds landed in Beirut airport, 
wounding two marines and an American sailor, killing one civilian, 
and wounding thirteen others. The rounds were determined to have 
been fired by a Syrian-backed left-wing Muslim Druze military fac- 
tion. Apparently all of the disparate Muslim factions had begun to 
work together in an altogether natural process of focusing on a com- 
mon “enemy” force-the intruder from far away—without considera- 
tion of that force's purpose. 

The U.S. Marines found themselves in an increasingly untenable 
tactical position while vainly trying to support the local Lebanese 
army. The Soviet-equipped and -supported Syrian army backed the 
local Muslims, an increasingly united front consisting of the Druze 
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and Shiite militias, who were still locked in combat against the 
Christian-led Lebanese army and Phalangists backed by the Israelis. 
In the middle stood the marines, appearing to each side to be sup- 
porting its antagonists. 

On August 8, after Druze artillery and mortar fire erupted 
again, the marines employed their counterbattery radar to knock 
out the source of shooting for the first time. On August 28, with- 
out prior warning to the MNF, Israeli army units began to with- 
draw. Simultaneously, hostile fire concentrated on the U.S. area, 
and the marines began routinely to return fire against snipers. The 
next day, when two of their men were killed and three wounded by 
a heavy mortar round that hit their position, the marines began to 
fire their heavy 155mm howitzers and to use U.S. Navy gunfire 
support. The cruiser USS Belknap and destroyer USS Bowen pro- 
vided the first naval gunfire by shooting illumination rounds to 
cover the marines at night. The marines also began to employ their 
Cobra helicopter gunships for the first time. One Cobra destroyed 
a Druze armored personnel carrier that had fired on the marines’ 
position. A second Cobra was hit and made an emergency landing 
on USS Iwo Jima, which was offshore in the Mediterranean. From 
that day on, the marines were deeply engaged in daily sporadic 
warfare and continued to take casualties with no achievable objec- 
tive in sight. Their mission had been to support the government of 
Lebanon and to prevent the situation from deteriorating, but it 
had inevitably expanded in response to the reality of the intense 
hostility. Although the initial deployment of the MNF had been 
accomplished with good intentions, it soon became clear that it re- 
quired full firepower just for self-defense, employing the complete 
array of modern American weaponry, including naval gunfire sup- 
port and limited air power. This response is consistent with “the 
American way of war.” A man taught and trained as a marine is 
expected to take the traditional steps of returning fire in kind when 
fired upon, and to use all means at hand to win. However, this was 
not consistent with the role of peacekeeper and would not accom- 
plish the mission but rather create a new situation of self- 
perpetuating combat. 
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The U.S. government was now faced with three options: withdraw 
the U.S. force, which was what the theater commander, U.S. Army 
General Bernard Rogers, wished to do; reinforce and reposition the 
marines to compensate tactically for the Israeli withdrawal; or stay 
with the status quo and make no changes. The question went directly 
to Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger, who decided to leave the 
marines in their indefensible position. In Weinberger’s view, the mis- 
sion of the marines had not changed, but the situation surely had 
since the withdrawal of the Israeli forces—they were now engaged in 
repeated firefights with experienced Syrian troops and Iranian revolu- 
tionary fighters situated directly outside their positions. 

General Rogers authorized Vice Admiral Edward H. Martin, the 
commander of the Sixth Fleet, to provide the marines with aerial re- 
connaissance and naval gunfire support from ships located off the 
coast in a position called Bagel Station. The Sixth Fleet commander 
also moved the helicopter carrier USS Tarawa closer to shore with an- 
other Marine Amphibious Unit embarked as reinforcements. The 
marines ashore suspended patrols and hunkered down in defensive 
positions while maintaining two vulnerable outposts beyond their 
perimeter for early warning. By August 31 combat had increased to 
the point that the marine foot patrols into Beirut were totally sus- 
pended and two aircraft carriers, USS Eisenhower and the French Foch, 
moved in to provide air support to the besieged MNF. 

By September 4 Israeli forces had withdrawn beyond the Awali 
River in southern Lebanon. However, the Lebanese army did not fill 
the gap left by the departing Israelis, thus leaving a vacuum into 
which the irregular forces of the multiple factions could and did infil- 
trate with impunity. Despite the Israeli departure, Syria continued to 
refuse to withdraw its forces. Ironically, the United States, after con- 
demning Israel for invading Lebanon in the first place, was now ap- 
pealing for Israeli forces to remain and help keep order in the 
seriously deteriorating tactical situation. The Israelis refused to pause 
in their withdrawal. 
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Early on September 6 twenty-one heavy rockets hit the marines’ 
position, killing two men and wounding two more. The Lebanese 
government forces were pushed eastward, leaving the Druze militia 
dominating the high ground overlooking Beirut and the airport. This 
put the marines in an even less tenable position, which in normal 
combat would have called for an immediate assault against those en- 
trenched above them. Diplomatic and political restrictions governing 
the MNF overrode the designs of combat, echoing the American ex- 
perience in Vietnam. 

From September 7 on, the marines were calling in routine naval 
gunfire support from the destroyers USS Bowen and USS John 
Rodgers. The Thirty-first Marine Amphibious Unit arrived from the 
U.S. Pacific Fleet on September 12 to act as reinforcements for the 
entrenched Marines. On September 19 navy ships fired more than 
350 five-inch rounds in support of the Lebanese forces holding their 
ridgetop positions at Suq al Gharb, nine miles southeast of the center 
of Beirut. This represented a significant escalation by American 
forces. On September 20 navy carrier aircraft began to support the 
marines, who were forced to withdraw their two vulnerable outer 
warning outposts and consolidate their perimeter. 

The order to support Lebanese forces with naval gunfire was given 
to Colonel Geraghty directly by Assistant National Security Adviser 
Robert C. McFarlane, who had replaced Ambassador Habib as spe- 
cial envoy and the principal Middle East negotiator. McFarlane had 
been pressing for authorization to send the marines into the moun- 
tains to support the Lebanese army. The marine commander ashore, 
Colonel Geraghty, opposed calling in heavy naval gunfire support 
for the Lebanese army, knowing such an action would result in addi- 
tional fire and pressure against his own marines, who were still re- 
stricted from going on the offensive and were stagnating in their 
indefensible positions. In the view of the Syrians, the Druze, and 
their Shiite allies, the American force's stance as neutral peacekeepers 
was further diminished with the increase in direct gunfire support by 
the navy. Then, to exacerbate the situation, on September 25 the bat- 
tleship USS New Jersey began firing its sixteen-inch guns. 
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A fragile cease-fire went into effect on September 26, and the 
Beirut airport closed for six days. During the cease-fire the Americans 
increased their support to the Lebanese army by providing them with 
armored personnel carriers, howitzers, and tanks. At the same time, 
the PLO began to fight its way into the abandoned refugee camps of 
Sabra and Shatila, and the Iranian leftist group called Islamic Amal 
erected bunkers in front of the marine positions. So the peacekeeping 
marines, already fighting a full-fledged war against first-rate Syrian 
soldiers, now had a new adversary in Iranian revolutionary guards- 
men dug in directly outside their perimeter. 

Despite the cease-fire, the marines were engaged in a vicious 
sniper war. Firefights became nearly continuous, and six marines 
were killed and forty wounded. For a fleeting period it seemed that 
the violence might have reached a peak, but in reaction to the 
marines’ successes with their night-vision devices and superb fire dis- 
cipline during sniper exchanges, a small extremist Shiite splinter 
group with direct ties to Iran arrived unannounced on the scene. 
These new fanatics were closely linked to the Islamic Jihad, or Holy 
War, and grew determined to exact revenge. This was the group 
linked to many past car bombings and kidnappings in Beirut and Is- 
rael. It was probably at this juncture that the idea of massive retalia- 
tion against the marines was formulated, and since these radicals did 
not possess heavy weapons of their own, they would resort to bombs 
to do the job.’ 

On October 12 the U.S. Congress voted to allow President Rea- 
gan to keep the marines in Lebanon for an additional eighteen 
months as an extension of the authorization to send troops, Public 
Law 98-119. On October 19 four marines were wounded when a 
remote-controlled bomb, hidden in a blue Mercedes, exploded next 
to their resupply convoy. At home the U.S. government tried to 
downplay the fighting, and often reported that the artillery and mor- 
tar fire landing among the marines were just accidents intended for 
the combating Lebanese militia forces, but the marines were in fact 
the targets. 

On Sunday morning, October 23, 1983, while more than three 
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hundred marines and naval personnel slept, a yellow Mercedes five- 
ton open-bed truck drove down the road west of the headquarters 
and entered the parking lot in the south front of the building. The 
driver suddenly accelerated and, gaining momentum by driving in 
circles in the lot several times, drove at high speed through the 
barbed wire and concrete barricade between two guard posts. Before 
the guard could open fire, the truck, loaded with more than twelve 
thousand pounds of TNT, hit the building and exploded. Almost 
everyone inside was killed: 241 Americans including 220 marines, 18 
navy medical corpsmen, and 3 soldiers—the largest number of marines 
killed in a single day since the invasion of Iwo Jima. The explosion de- 
stroyed the building and blasted a forty-by-thirty-foot hole eight feet 
deep beneath the concrete floor. 

Immediately following the bombing there was a strong call in the 
United States for retaliation. Secretary of Defense Weinberger stated 
publicly in November that Iranians had carried out the attack with 
the “sponsorship, knowledge, and authority of the Syrian govern- 
ment."5 The initial reaction was to plan to strike back by bombing the 
Iranian training camp in the Baalbek region of the Bekaa Valley. 
However, there was grave concern for the security of the marines still 
ashore with their battered battalion who were busily reestablishing 
their defenses. Despite strong recommendations by Secretary of the 
Navy John F. Lehman, Jr., to retaliate against someone for the bomb- 
ing, Weinberger and General John Vessey, the chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, opposed immediate strikes, and the United States 
hesitated. 

In November the Twenty-second Marine Amphibious Unit arrived 
to relieve those embattled marines of the Twenty-fourth who re- 
mained in Lebanon. Under the revised security procedures, only rifle 
companies remained ashore while all headquarters and supporting 
units stayed aboard amphibious ships off the coast. Lebanese troops 
replaced one marine rifle company north of the airport, and the re- 
maining marine units dispersed their forces into freshly prepared 
hard bunkers and command posts. 

The French, who had also suffered casualties from terrorists, 
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struck back by bombing the Iranians in Baalbek on November 16. 
But still the Americans delayed. The Israelis conducted a large air 
strike against Syrian targets east of Beirut on December 3. Later the 
same day, the U.S. Navy conducted a photo reconnaissance flight 
with two F-14s flying from the carrier USS John Е Kennedy. While fly- 
ing low over the Beirut area, the F-14s were fired at by Soviet-made 
SA-7 shoulder-launched surface-to-air-missiles but not hit. 

The firing of these antiaircraft missiles finally triggered approval 
from Washington to mount major air strikes against Syrian gun and 
radar positions in Lebanon. On December 4 the Sixth Fleet attacked 
Syrian targets with a major carrier air strike and in the process lost 
two airplanes to surface-to-air missiles. An A-6 Intruder bomber and 
an A-7 Corsair II were hit and downed. One airman died; another 
was captured and released a month later. Poor planning, haste, and 
bad tactics caused these losses. 

The marines ashore came under heavy rocket attack immediately 
and lost eight men. From this point until the final withdrawal or- 
dered by President Reagan in February 1984, the U.S. and other 
MNF contingents came under relentless attack from weapons of all 
types, including surface-to-surface missiles, antitank rockets, small 
arms, and even tanks. The original mission of deterrence and peace- 
keeping had given way completely. 

In February 1984 vicious fighting erupted between Lebanese gov- 
ernment troops and the various Muslim factions. The Lebanese army 
lost control of the situation when the hard-line Amal faction suc- 
ceeded in forcing all Muslims to leave the Lebanese army and the 
Amal and Druze went on the offensive. These Muslim militias and 
the Lebanese army became locked in combat, and the militias eventu- 
ally overran Christian-controlled West Beirut. The Lebanese army 
collapsed, and the Amal factions who did not wish to fight the 
marines pulled back, while the marines filled the positions vacated by 
some of the surrendering Lebanese army. The mission to support the 
territorial integrity of Lebanon had failed, and there was no other 
choice than to depart. British forces withdrew on February 7, fol- 
lowed by the Italians and French. The remaining U.S. Marines, ex- 
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cept for eighty who were guarding the U.S. embassy in East Beirut, 
were flown out by helicopter on March 31 and returned to their ships 
off the coast. The Druze militia occupied the marines’ former posi- 
tions, and the U.S. force remained on board ship off the coast until 
April 10. 

U.S. troops had been on the ground in Lebanon for 533 days, 
during which 266 Americans of all services were killed and 151 were 
wounded. On September 20, 1984, the annex of the U.S. embassy in 
Beirut was struck by yet another suicide truck attack, which killed 
twenty-three people and wounded eight marines. Three Muslim 
“martyrs” in Lebanon had proved how effective suicide bombings 
could be as a tool to achieve their objectives—in this case, the with- 
drawal of the MNF. 

The purpose of the intervention in Lebanon had been to keep the 
warring factions apart in Beirut, but the end results were sectarian vio- 
lence that continued well into 1993 and claimed more than sixty-three 
thousand lives. Thirty thousand Syrian troops continued to occupy 
the country in 2001, and the newly formed radical revolutionary 
group Hezbollah controlled southern Lebanon. America’s eighteen- 
month involvement in Lebanon had failed despite the great cost. 


In November 1983 Secretary of Defense Weinberger established a 
commission headed by retired Admiral Robert L.J. Long, a former 
commander in chief Pacific, to investigate what went wrong in 
Lebanon. The Long Commission found that the rules of engagement 
did not cover attacks on the Beirut embassy and the marine barracks. 
Blame for not supervising the marines’ security was placed on the 
chain of command. In the commission’s report issued in December, 
Syria and Iran were held at least indirectly responsible for the attack. 
A House Armed Services subcommittee conducted its own investiga- 
tion and found not only that the security had been “inadequate” but 
also that the Marine Amphibious Unit commander had “made seri- 
ous errors of judgment in failing to provide better protection for his 
troops. . . .”? 
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Why didn't the marines take adequate security measures? Their 
presence in Beirut had certainly been highly visible within the U.S. 
chain of command. The marine command in Lebanon had endured a 
stream of recurring visits by senior Defense Department officials, the 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the European Supreme Com- 
mander, the chief of Naval Operations, the commander of the Sixth 
Fleet, and the commandant of the Marine Corps as well as the com- 
mander of the Amphibious Task Force. A total of twenty-four gener- 
als and admirals had visited the marines during the entire period of 
their operation before the bomb destroyed their barracks. These visits 
served no purpose other than to distract the small command from its 
focus on the issues at hand—no precise or significant guidance was 
offered toward interpreting the marines’ rules of engagement or, 
more seriously, the changing nature of their mission. The Long Com- 
mission found this fact disturbing, especially since no corrective ac- 
tions were taken to change or improve the marines’ security or their 
mode of operations. 

Noninterference was viewed as a good thing by many in the 
chain of command who remembered the long and frustrating years 
of war in Southeast Asia beleaguered by political micromanagement 
and obstruction at all levels. The marines had been billeted in the 
same area for more than a year, and their limited defensive mea- 
sures and lack of adequate control points were justified by some as 
being in keeping with their diplomatic mission. At the congres- 
sional hearings into the deaths of the marines, Ambassador Philip 
Habib was asked if increased defensive measures would have af- 
fected the political goals of the marine intervention. “It would have 
impaired the diplomatic mission,” he replied. Said Admiral 
Robert Long, *Our marines didn't belong in Beirut under those 
conditions."!! 

On the very day the explosion ripped through the marine bar- 
racks in October 1983, President Reagan signed the approval for 
U.S. forces to intervene on the Caribbean island of Grenada to pro- 
tect American citizens whose lives might have been threatened by 
two Marxist political factions locked in a vicious power struggle. 
The final days of the American involvement in Lebanon were over- 
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shadowed by the intercession of combined United States and Ca- 
ribbean forces in Grenada. The long and painful American involve- 
ment in Lebanon, although executed with valor and determination 
by forces made up mostly of marines, seemed to have been in vain. 
Worse yet, the same mistakes would be repeated in a civil war in So- 
malia in 1993. Little was learned from the intervention in Lebanon. 
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CHAPTER 5 


Intervention in Grenada 


October 24-26, 1983 


Since the 1970s, Fidel Castro had dispatched thousands of Cuban 
troops to support revolutions in Angola, Mozambique, and Ethiopia. 
Closer to home, Cuba was actively supporting the Sandinistas in the 
Nicaraguan revolution of 1979. According to Secretary of Defense 
Caspar Weinberger, after an April 1983 visit to the United States by 
Prime Minister Maurice Bishop of the srhall Caribbean island of 
Grenada, which is located near the coast of Venezuela, U.S. leaders 
became concerned that the Soviet Union and its ally Cuba were 
pouring large amounts of money and arms into the island nation. 
Sensing a looming threat to the safety of more than one thousand 
Americans studying on the island, the Reagan administration began 
to contemplate taking action. Within six months over fifteen thou- 
sand U.S. servicemen and women would be involved. 

This alarm over Grenada arose only three years after the hostage 
debacle in Iran. That memory was seared into the minds of many se- 
nior members of the Reagan administration, and Weinberger had 
been closely following reports about the Grenadian situation for sev- 
eral years. Grenada had received more than $33 million in aid from 
Cuba and stockpiled enough Soviet arms to equip an army of ten 
thousand. A six-hundred-man construction force from Cuba was 
building an airfield considerably larger than what might normally be 
used for tourist purposes, one suitable to handle Soviet long-range 
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TU-95 Bear bombers and reconnaissance aircraft. These planes fre- 
quently made training flights from the northern base of Olenogorsk 
in the Soviet Union southward along the East Coast of the United 
States, landing in Havana. The threat that these flights might be ex- 
tended to Grenada was worrisome because of its proximity to the 
busy shipping lanes between Venezuela’s rich oil fields through the 
Caribbean and into U.S. ports in the Gulf of Mexico. The thought of 
Grenada’s deep-water port at St. George’s being used by Soviet and 
Cuban naval forces was even more alarming. The U.S. Navy’s advo- 
cates were deeply concerned about the Soviet Union’s attempts to 
support its nuclear submarines in ports in Cuba and disturbed that it 
had even stationed nuclear submarine support ships in the ports of 
Mariel, twenty-five miles west of Havana, and Cienfuegos, on Cuba’s 
southern shore. 

The United States made no secret of its concern about the military 
buildup in the Caribbean, and in March 1983 launched a large-scale 
military exercise called Ocean Venture 1983 on the nearby training is- 
land of Vieques, off the coast of Puerto Rico, to focus on the events 
on Grenada. President Reagan told the press in the summer of 1983 
that the growing military presence of the Soviet Union in the area 
posed a definite threat to U.S. shipping carrying oil supplies through 
the area. It was becoming more evident that Grenada could become a 
bastion of Communist armed strength and another platform for ex- 
porting revolution into Latin America. Then on October 19 a series of 
bizarre events in Grenada brought the situation to a climax. 


Grenada, a small nation of one hundred thousand people and about 
133 square miles, is situated near Barbados and Trinidad and anchors 
the crescent-shaped island chain that begins east of Puerto Rico. The 
island was discovered by Christopher Columbus in 1498 and initially 
settled by the French. After it changed hands several times, the British 
took permanent possession in 1783. Grenada receives heavy tropical 
rains that inundate its rich volcanic soil, producing ample supplies of 
fruit and vegetables—grapefruit, guava, tomatoes, and yams. The 15- 
land has a thriving fishing industry and a potentially tremendous 
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tourist trade. The inhabitants are mostly literate and work small farms 
that export cacao, nutmeg, and other rich spices to make a modest 
living. Grenada is a member of two regional security organizations, 
the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) and the Organization of 
Eastern Caribbean States (OECS), which was headed in 1983 by Eu- 
genia Charles, prime minister of Dominica, one of Grenada’s neigh- 
bors to the east.! 

A key feature of the economy on Grenada is the St. George’s Uni- 
versity School of Medicine, established in 1977 by American in- 
vestors with headquarters in Brooklyn, New York. Eight hundred to 
one thousand students are enrolled. It is a popular choice for Ameri- 
cans who cannot attend a U.S. medical school for financial or other 
reasons. The medical students spent approximately $2.5 million in 
1983, a valuable asset to the economy of Grenada and a major basis 
for U.S. concern about the human rights environment on the island. 

Britain set Grenada on the road to commonwealth status in 1967, 
but the days preceding independence were marked by unrest, strikes, 
and rioting in which several people died. The island finally achieved 
independence on February 7, 1974, with an unpredictable prime min- 
ister, Sir Eric Gairy, at the helm. Gairy was an éccentric character who 
soon grew bored with parliamentary democracy and gradually 
formed his government into a powerful dictatorship and surrounded 
himself with gangs of thugs to maintain his position. His Mongoose 
Gang, named after the animal introduced to rid the island of its no- 
torious rats, was made up mostly of laborers. In 1976, a coalition of 
opposition parties was formed that made up about 48 percent of the 
electorate. The situation gradually deteriorated, as the country fell 
further into economic stagnation and a violent struggle between po- 
litical strongmen. After twelve years Gairy had managed to squander 
the wealth of the island until it was nearly bankrupt. 

Twenty-six-year-old Maurice Bishop returned home in 1970 after 
gaining his education in London and became active in politics. 
Bishop began to organize opposition to Gairy on a platform against 
corruption. In 1972 Bishop formed the Movement for Assemblies of 
the People, which merged a year later with another opposition group 
called the Joint Endeavor for Welfare, Education, and Liberation 
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(JEWEL), the coalition becoming the New Jewel Movement (NJM) 
with Bishop as its leader. 

Bishop learned that the necessary ingredient in wielding power in 
Grenada was controlling the workers, and he gained his political ex- 
perience in the streets during the period of widespread brutality by 
the Gairy regime. His father was shot and killed during the strikes 
that led to independence in 1974. Bishop and many of his followers 
had been severely beaten by Gairy’s goons. In a bloodless coup on 
March 13, 1979, Maurice Bishop took over as prime minister of 
Grenada. There was little doubt that most people supported Bishop 
during the transition; the Grenadians were more than pleased to be 
rid of Gairy. But on the same day that Bishop took over, he an- 
nounced he would seek an arms and economic assistance pact with 
his friend Fidel Castro. President Carter’s administration, surprised 
by the move, expressed disappointment and cautioned Bishop with- 
out effect against his new relationship with Cuba. The U.S. govern- 
ment was slow to recognize that Maurice Bishop and his closest 
followers, Defense Minister General Hudson Austin and Deputy 
Prime Minister Bernard Coard and his wife, Phyllis, were devoted 
Marxist-Leninists. 

Had Bishop called elections shortly after his ascension to power 
he no doubt would have won and legitimized his People’s Revolu- 
tionary Government (PRG), but his promised elections were post- 
poned and then canceled. He installed a Cuban-style dictatorship 
and suspended the constitution. In July 1979 his followers suppressed 
political opposition, broke up a political protest for democracy, and 
closed the opposition newspaper Torchlight. The editor of another 
paper, The Grenadian View, was arrested, and Bishop's People's Law 
No. 18 banned all opposition press the following year. Sadly, politi- 
cal arrests and torture continued as usual under the new prime minis- 
ter, and many of the new political dissidents disappeared into Fort 
Rupert, the prison on the hill outside St. George's, where they were 
subjected to brutality. 

Bishop brought in Cuban experts to train his followers in the use 
of propaganda. Soon political posters adorned with pictures of Cas- 
tro and Bishop began sprouting up across the island, urging the work- 
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ers to strive for a total revolution. Bishop developed a Department of 
Politics in his People’s Revolutionary Army (PRA) and constructed a 
political commissar system parallel to that of the Soviet Union. He 
built an extensive military infrastructure, a Communist-style police 
force, and a personal security apparatus designed by East Germans 
and complete with Cuban bodyguards. 

In April 1979 shipments of arms and military advisers began to ar- 
rive in Grenada from Cuba, and by late 1981 Grenada and Cuba had 
signed a protocol of military cooperation.’ In the southwest corner 
of the island Bishop established a Cuban military mission boasting 
twenty-seven military specialists. Bishop also wasted little time estab- 
lishing close links with the Soviet Union, and Grenada’s representa- 
tive voted in January 1980 against the United Nations resolution 
condemning the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. That year additional 
Cuban military advisers and construction workers arrived in Grenada 
and began constructing a new airport with a ten-thousand-foot run- 
way. In 1980, while visiting Havana, General Hudson Austin, 
Grenada’s defense minister, signed a military aid agreement with the 
Soviet Union, and another was arranged in July 1982. Bishop entered 
additional trade agreements with the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, 
Bulgaria, and East Germany. The same year an agreement with Cuba 
included the first armored vehicles—eight Soviet-made BTR-60 ar- 
mored personnel carriers, two BRDM-2 armored cars—and other sig- 
nificant military equipment. 

In the midst of sending large shipments of military supplies to 
Grenada, the Soviet Union built an embassy near the island’s Quar- 
antine Point, and in 1982 it dispatched its first ambassador, Major 
General Gennady Sazhenev of Soviet military intelligence (GRU). 
Bishop signed three more formal military agreements with the Soviet 
Union by the end of that year through which, according to U.S. in- 
telligence estimates, the Grenadian People’s Revolutionary Armed 
Forces (PRAF) could have fielded four infantry divisions equipped 
with more than sixty armored personnel carriers and one hundred 
Soviet ZSU 23mm antiaircraft guns, plus a dozen military aircraft 
and a half dozen naval patrol craft, by 1986. Their militia could field 
at least fourteen battalions. Grenada was dependent solely on Soviet 
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support for all the equipment, including spare parts, ammunition, 
and finances. In 1983 Prime Minister Tom Adams of nearby Barba- 
dos called Grenada “one of the perhaps dozen most militarized states 
in the world in terms of population under arms.” 

Bishop fell further into the grip of Cuba and the Soviet Union 
while his small country’s economy continually faltered as it em- 
braced the goals of socialism. After a time Bishop realized that he 
was not going to succeed economically while in the pocket of the So- 
viets and Cubans, so he made a few overtures for improved relations 
with the United States. He was so badly in need of hard currency by 
1983 that he was forced to approach the American medical school in 
St. George’s, hat in hand, to plead for early payment of their taxes. 

In early April 1983 Bishop’s advisers urged him to mend relations 
with the United States, which had recently excluded Grenada from 
its Caribbean Basin Initiative and had blocked loans and assistance to 
the island from the International Monetary Fund. When invited to 
Washington, Bishop met with National Security Adviser William 
Clark. Clark and other representatives suggested that Bishop develop 
a more democratic stance and cautioned that by foiling his political 
opponents and speaking against the United States he risked isolation. 
Following his visit to Washington, and in response to his ostracism 
by the West, Bishop suddenly announced plans for a new constitu- 
tion and free elections. 

Grenada’s tenuous relations with the West, and the precarious sit- 
uation on the island, were further complicated by the emerging 
power struggle between Bishop and Deputy Prime Minister Coard, 
an ardent Marxist who was working to undermine Bishop’s support 
with the NJM Central Committee. Popular discontent with the dete- 
riorating situation on the island fueled the fire: Grenadians were dis- 
enchanted with the failure of state farming efforts, the collapse of 
cash crops on the world market, and the fishing industry. Coard, 
working to build his popular support, accused Bishop of inade- 
quately socializing the economy.’ 

At the same time Bishop was in the midst of signing another se- 
cret military pact, this time with North Korea—whose interests in the 
Caribbean were less than clear. The Soviets, who were displeased by 
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Bishop’s wavering and apparent rapprochement with the United 
States, preferred the more reliable Coard. Fidel Castro, on the other 
hand, considered Bishop a close friend. 

As the personal rivalry between Bishop and Coard intensified, 
Coard began pressing Bishop for a power-sharing plan in the Party 
Central Committee. In 1983, during a much-publicized meeting with 
Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, Bishop pledged to support 
the Soviet policy of keeping the Caribbean “cauldron boiling.” In 
September Prime Minister Bishop flew to Eastern Europe, where he 
toured Prague and Budapest, and returned via Havana after a visit 
with Castro. It had looked increasingly as if he would give in to 
Coard's demand for a dual leadership role, but while in Havana, ap- 
parently after receiving encouragement from Castro, Bishop seemed 
once again to harden his position against Coard—which he made 
known in a telephone conversation with his supporters. 

When Bishop returned to Grenada on October 8, the scanty re- 
ception he received at the airport tipped him off that something was 
amiss; to make matters worse, he could not find many of the other 
Central Committee members at all. He quickly tried to consolidate 
his power within the NJM during hastily called meetings in which he 
pledged to review the matter of joint leadership with Coard. But 
Bishop was fighting a losing battle; on October 12 he was placed 
under house arrest by a faction led by Coard and General Hudson 
Austin. 

A week later a crowd numbering about three thousand gathered at 
Bishop's home to protest his arrest and, after a period of chanting 
and shouting, forced the guards to free Bishop. In the melee that fol- 
lowed, Bishop and several other members of his cabinet were whisked 
away by followers in a motorcade. While driving they expected to en- 
counter an even larger crowd of Bishop supporters at Market Square; 
however, the motorcade turned away from Market Square, where the 
jubilant crowd waited, and spirited Bishop to Fort Rupert, the main 
military headquarters of the People's Revolutionary Government, 
high on a hill overlooking the harbor. 

Shortly after noon, the angry crowd, estimated at four thousand, 
converged on the fort, demanding that Bishop emerge. Coard and 
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Austin had ordered a convoy of three Soviet BTR-60 armored per- 
sonnel carriers, each with eight to ten infantrymen inside, to go from 
Fort Frederick to Fort Rupert. The convoy drove up the two-mile 
winding road from the west side of the island with orders to attack 
the crowd at the fort and capture Bishop and his cabinet, who were 
inside. When the convoy appeared at the top of the hill, the crowd, 
believing they were arriving to help Bishop, parted before the vehi- 
cles. The infantry dismounted. One soldier launched а rocket- 
propelled grenade at a car in front of the fort, and as it disintegrated 
in flames, the soldiers strafed the crowd with heavy 12.7mm machine 
guns mounted on the armored personnel carriers. The column of 
troops then moved into the fort, firing their weapons as they walked. 
Onlookers leaped from the high walls of the fort to evade the bullets. 
Thirty to forty civilians were killed and many more were seriously 
wounded. During a firefight between the Bishop supporters, who 
were armed, and the PRAF detachment at least four soldiers were 
killed. Once inside the fort, soldiers captured Bishop and his follow- 
ers after a brief scuffle. They were ordered out of the fort and into a 
yard used as a drill field and basketball court, where they were held 
for about forty-five minutes until the troop commander returned to 
the hill with the order from Coard and the Central Committee to ex- 
ecute Bishop and the others. Shortly after 2:00 P.M. machine gunners 
opened fire at short range, killing Bishop and seven of his cabinet 
members and supporters. 

The next day, Coard and the Political Department of the Central 
Committee proclaimed, in Soviet style, their victory over the *coun- 
terrevolutionaries and betrayers of the masses opposed to Socialism." 
The announcement said that Bishop and his followers had been shot 
to death by PRAF troops loyal to the Central Committee. After issu- 
ing a twenty-four-hour curfew and a warning that anyone seen in 
public would be shot on sight, General Austin, commander of the 
Grenadian armed forces, severed all communications with the out- 
side world. 

Grenada's neighbors were not ignoring the situation. Two days 
later, the Cuban government denounced the murder and called for 
the situation to return to normal. On October 13 U.S. Ambassador 
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to Barbados Milan Bish had reported that the situation in Grenada 
was deteriorating and that there had been riots with armored person- 
nel carriers firing into crowds. On October 14, the day Bishop was 
expelled from the party, the Joint Chiefs of Staff alerted the U.S. At- 
lantic Command to begin planning to evacuate American citizens. 
At the time of Bishop’s murder on October 19, the possibility of 
some kind of military option was already under active consideration 
by the planners of the area’s regional security organizations and the 
Barbados Defense Force. The chairman of the OECS, the outspoken 
anti-Communist Eugenia Charles, called for a meeting. Immediately 
following the massacre, the prime minister of Barbados, Tom Adams, 
proposed an intervention. He suggested that the OECS request assis- 
tance from Barbados and Jamaica, asking Barbados to invite the 
United Kingdom and the United States to participate. 


Based on the October 19 events in Grenada and the actions of the 
OECS, President Reagan immediately authorized diverting the 
Twenty-second Marine Amphibious Unit, which was about 350 miles 
out of Norfolk and headed to the Mediterranean, to join the USS In- 
dependence carrier battle group and Amphibious Squadron Four. A 
combined twenty-one-ship force headed to the Caribbean. The diver- 
sion had a immediate deterrent effect on Castro, who forthwith in- 
formed the United States that he would not interfere by deploying 
his armed forces to Grenada. Although Castro had condemned the 
Coard action and Bishop’s execution, he did send senior Colonel 
Pedro Comas Tortoló, former head of the Cuban military mission in 
Grenada and then chief of staff of the Army of the Center of Cuba, 
to organize the defense of Grenada. Soon Cuban workers and advis- 
ers began to install runway barriers on the Point Salinas airfield in 
Grenada to block all aircraft from landing. 

On October 20, the day following the killings in Grenada, the 
U.S. government began to look more seriously into the safety and 
well-being of the American medical students and other citizens pres- 
ent on the island. Admiral Wesley McDonald, the commander in 
chief Atlantic, submitted contingency plans for six different ways to 
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evacuate U.S. citizens from the island, ranging from a show of force 
to evacuating them from a hostile environment should the need 
arise. Unfortunately, some of the planning was based on a mistaken 
assumption that all American medical students in Grenada resided at 
the campus just to the east of the Point Salinas airfield, an error that 
would later cause a great deal of embarrassment. The Joint Chiefs of 
Staff then issued the order for Operation Urgent Fury. The original 
plan approved on October 21 had been overlaid by numerous addi- 
tions for expanding the forces involved to include more units from 
the other services and special operations forces. 

There could be no plea for assistance from Grenada itself, since 
there was no legitimate government after Coard and Austin estab- 
lished martial law on October 19. The Revolutionary Military Com- 
mand established by Bernard Coard went unrecognized; therefore, 
the sole constitutional authority left on the island was British Com- 
monwealth Governor-General Sir Paul Scoon, who represented the 
queen but was under house arrest. His opinion regarding interven- 
tion would have weighed heavily in London and Washington. Prime 
Minister of Barbados Tom Adams met with U.S. Ambassador Milan 
Bish and succeeded in convincing him that the only way to return 
democracy to Grenada was to remove the PRA by force. Adams and 
Eugenia Charles thought there was little chance that Cuba or the So- 
viet Union would intervene, and the OECS agreed to invoke article 8 
of its 1981 Treaty of Association. The text of the OECS request for 
assistance read in part: “The Authority proposes therefore to take ac- 
tion for collective defense and preservation of peace and security 
against external aggression by requesting assistance from friendly 
countries to provide transport, logistic support, and additional mili- 
tary personnel to assist the efforts of the OECS to stabilize this most 
grave situation within the eastern Caribbean."6 Worried by the vio- 
lence and fearing that Grenada had become a threat to the peace of 
the region, four of the seven members of the Caribbean security al- 
liance appealed for British and American help. The British declined. 

Eugenia Charles transmitted the eight-point official written re- 
quest for assistance to the U.S. government on Sunday, October 23, 
1983, the day of the bombing of the marine barracks in Beirut. While 
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still shocked by the heavy losses of marines in Lebanon, President 
Reagan ordered U.S. armed forces to invade and secure Grenada. His 
stated objectives were to protect American lives, deny the island to 
Communist control, and encourage true democracy. 


Once the president had ordered the invasion, it fell to Secretary of 
Defense Caspar Weinberger and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff General John Vessey to carry it out. Vice Admiral Joseph Met- 
calf III was assigned to command the joint task force that would as- 
sault Grenada. The intervention had two specific operational 
missions: (1) to free British Governor-General Sir Paul Scoon and (2) 
to secure the welfare and safety of the roughly one thousand Ameri- 
can medical students. The American troops would no doubt be in the 
spotlight of the international press after the bombing in Beirut and 
the previous failed rescue in Iran. The United States badly needed a 
military success. Weinberger later praised the action, writing, “[Presi- 
dent Reagan] began the long and difficult task of restoring America’s 
hopes, her greatness and strength.”” 

The result of President Reagan's order was the rapid assembly of a 
force of fifteen thousand U.S. troops, plus a contingent of three hun- 
dred soldiers and police from six neighboring Caribbean states. They 
faced approximately one thousand Grenadian soldiers, another one 
thousand local Grenadian militia, and about six hundred Cubans. 
The Cubans in the construction force working in the southwest cor- 
ner of the island at the Point Salinas airfield were expected to resist a 
landing by American forces. There were additionally forty Cuban ad- 
visers assigned to the Grenadian army, eighty-seven Cuban soldiers, 
eighteen diplomats from a number of countries with military ties to 
Grenada, and, of course, Cuban Colonel Comas Tortoló, who had 
just been sent by Castro to supervise the defense. 

On Sunday October 23 Vice Admiral Metcalf, the commander of 
the U.S. Second Fleet, which was responsible for the defense of the 
western Atlantic, was attending a clambake. He was called in to At- 
lantic Fleet Headquarters to meet with Admiral McDonald, who told 
him he would be the joint task force commander for the invasion of 
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Grenada. Admiral Metcalf convened a meeting at 7:00 A.M. the next 
day on board his Second Fleet flagship, the amphibious command 
ship USS Mount Whitney, which was berthed at Norfolk. 

The operation order for the intervention was separated into sections 
for each service: army, navy, marines, and air force. Because navy and 
marine secure radio signals were not compatible with army and air force 
radios, Admiral Metcalf feared there would be communications diffi- 
culties. As a short-term solution, he chose to put two army-air force se- 
cure satellite radios with specially rigged antennae on the Whitney, 
which enabled his staff to communicate with all participating units.* 

Admiral Metcalf’s Second Fleet staff was augmented with additional 
army personnel, including Major General Norman Schwarzkopf, who 
was then the commanding general of the Twenty-fourth Mechanized 
Infantry Division at Fort Stewart in Georgia. To Admiral Metcalf the 
forces at hand—the Twenty-second Marine Amphibious Unit, which 
was commanded by Colonel James P. Faulkner, supported by the Inde- 
pendence carrier battle group with an embarked air wing—were com- 
pletely self-sufficient. A Marine Amphibious Unit consists of a 
self-sustaining force of two thousand marines with tanks and armored 
personnel carriers, assault and attack helicopters, field artillery, self- 
propelled artillery, and the necessary support equipment and ammuni- 
tion. However, the equipment of the Twenty-second had been loaded 
onto other ships for the peacekeeping mission in the Mediterranean. 
The unit had been reduced in size to the Second Battalion of the Eighth 
Marine Battalion Landing Team, which was commanded by Lieutenant 
Colonel Roy Smith, Marine Medium Helicopter Squadron 261, and a 
command and logistics group. The Second Battalion had 43 officers 
and 779 enlisted men, which was 10 percent less than usual. The rifle 
platoons had been reduced from forty-five to thirty-six men each and 
were organized into eleven-man squads. The battalion's total firepower 
had been increased by additional grenade launchers, Dragon antitank 
missiles, and heavy .50-caliber machine guns. The marines were loaded 
on board the amphibious assault ship USS Guam, the amphibious 
transport dock USS Trenton, and the landing platform dock USS Fort 
Snelling, the latter two of which were capable of launching landing craft 
and amphibious vehicles from a well deck. The group also included the 
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landing ship tanks USS Manitowac and USS Barnstable County, which 
could deliver vehicles of all types onto dry land. Additionally, partici- 
pants from each service’s special operations forces were organized into 
a Joint Special Operations Task Force under the command of U.S. 
Army Major General Richard Scholtes. Although controlled by the 
competing services, these units together sought to achieve the success- 
ful outcome that had eluded them in the past. 

The political intelligence regarding the situation in Grenada was 
extremely good, based on information supplied by experienced offi- 
cers and members of the OECS staff and the Caribbean security or- 
ganization, but intelligence regarding the infrastructure on the small 
island was woefully lacking. There were very few maps, and those 
available were outdated. Because there were no ongoing priority tar- 
gets on the small island, there were few overhead reconnaissance 
photographs. Intelligence from agents in Grenada was practically 
nonexistent. 

With the addition of the Joint Special Operations Task Force, the 
plan to take control of Grenada was finally hammered out. The navy 
would cordon off the island with ships and aircraft. Marines from the 
amphibious unit would fly by helicopter to the island's only operat- 
ing airfield (called Pearls Airport), in the northeast end of the island, 
and take the town of Grenville and its garrison on the east side at 
dawn. Simultaneously U.S. Army Rangers from the Seventy-fifth 
Ranger Regiment would fly in and seize both the airfield under con- 
struction at Point Salinas and the medical school campus nearby 
(known as True Blue). Once Point Salinas was secured, two battalions 
of the Eighty-second Airborne Division were to land in aircraft at the 
field to relieve the Rangers. Special operations forces would be 
landed at St. George's on the west side of the island. There they 
would take the Governor-General's residence, the main island radio 
station, and the two Grenadian army garrisons—Fort Rupert, located 
in the town, and Fort Frederick in the hills. An additional Delta Force 
antiterrorist force would land at the Richmond Hill Prison above the 
city to release any remaining political prisoners. The Rangers were 
prepared either to fly in and land on the airfield, if possible, or to 
parachute in to take their objectives. 
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On October 23, two nights before the landings, a team of navy 
SEALs was poised to land covertly at Point Salinas and conduct а re- 
connaissance of the area. Its mission was to determine what the 
Rangers would encounter and set up beacons for them. A thirty-seven- 
man Delta Force Team was to land in the dark and clear the airfield 
ahead of the Rangers. The Rangers and special operations commandos 
had intended to jump into Salinas at 1:00 А.М. in darkness from twelve 
hundred feet but were overruled by the Atlantic Command. They pre- 
pared instead to land in the early hours of dawn by jumping from six 
hundred feet in a combat jump, relying on the early reconnaissance by 
the SEALs; however, the SEALs’ mission was aborted. 

A team of twelve SEALs and four air force combat controllers was 
to parachute from six hundred feet into the sea, each man carrying 
equipment weighing more than a hundred pounds. The sixteen men 
were divided into two teams that would be picked up by two Boston 
Whalers launched from a destroyer, the USS СЁЙоп Sprague, posi- 
tioned at the drop zone. Then they were supposed to land, reconnoi- 
ter, and place beacons on the Point Salinas airfield. They parachuted 
and landed in medium seas with winds greater than twenty knots. Four 
SEALs drowned when they became entangled in their parachute 
shrouds; their heavy equipment pulled them down into the water. 
After a difficult recovery, the surviving SEALs and controllers sped to- 
ward the island at high speed in one boat. When they encountered a 
Grenadian patrol craft, they cut their engine to avoid detection. The 
whaler swamped in the strong wind, and the men were forced to return 
to the destroyer. A second attempt to go ashore the next night met the 
same fate; consequently, the beach reconnaissance was never accom- 
plished. The Delta Force and Rangers were required to land blind. 

The marine helicopter assaults began at 5:00 A.M. on October 25. 
Two marine AH-1 Cobra gunships from the USS Guam led a force 
of CH-46 Sea Knight helicopters carrying men of the Second Battal- 
ion’s E Company. They flew without lights to their objective at Pearls 
Airport. The Cobras immediately drew antiaircraft fire from the sur- 
rounding hills but suppressed it without difficulty. The marines 
landed just south of the objective and took it without a fight. They 
also took the town of Grenville without casualties. 
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The aircraft carrying the Rangers were delayed by thirty minutes 
because of a navigation error and arrived at Salinas at 5:30 А.М. After 
initially rigging for an assault with the aircraft landing on the runway, 
the Rangers were forced to reconfigure twice for a six-hundred-foot 
drop into antiaircraft fire. This was no easy task. With no reports 
from the SEALs who had failed to get ashore, the Rangers were 
forced to parachute in broad daylight on top of Cuban and Grena- 
dian soldiers who were well entrenched and alert. 

The Rangers’ objective was to secure the airport and take the med- 
ical school campus located just to the east of the runway. At least one 
Soviet ZSU 23mm antiaircraft gun, located in the hills near the air- 
port, fired at the Rangers as they approached. However, the antiair- 
craft guns had been set up to shoot at aircraft flying in at twelve 
hundred feet and were unable to lower their aim to shoot effectively 
at the Rangers jumping from six hundred feet, a bit of luck caused by 
changing the altitude of the drop. Incredibly, no men were lost to 
enemy fire during the airborne assault. However, two Special Forces 
Pathfinders, who had dropped in earlier, died in parachute failures. 
Five Rangers were killed and five wounded in the fighting on the 
ground as they cleared the airfield and the campus, an objective they 
achieved by 10:30. Within thirty minutes, two battalions of the Sec- 
ond Brigade of the Eighty-second Airborne Division began landing 
at Salinas in giant C-141 aircraft. The Eighty-second troopers were as- 
signed the job of consolidating and occupying the entire island after 
the Rangers and marines had successfully taken their objectives and 
withdrawn. 

In the northeast the marines from the Twenty-second Marine Am- 
phibious Unit had taken their objectives of the town and port of 
Grenville by 7:30 with no resistance. By 8:00 there were eight hun- 
dred marines ashore who were being welcomed by the Grenadians. 
They also captured large numbers of Bernard Coard’s soldiers and 
weapons. The marines were ordered to assist the lightly armed 
Rangers and SEALs in their attempt to secure the Governor-General’s 
residence. F Company of the Second Battalion was to move by heli- 
copter to the west side of the island to Mal Bay. Another company, 
reinforced with five M-60 tanks and thirteen amphibious tractors, 
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U.S. Marines board the Mayaguez from the escort ship USS Harold E. Holt to recapture the 
vessel on May 15, 1975. (Courtesy of U.S. Navy) 
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The seal from the U.S. embassy in Beirut after the April 1983 terrorist bombing. 
(Courtesy of U.S. Marine Corps) 


A poster distributed by the New 
Jewel Movement in Grenada 
showing, left to right, Daniel 
Ortega, Maurice Bishop, 

Fidel Castro. 

(Courtesy of Department of Defense) 


Rescue workers at the U.S. 
Marine barracks in Beirut fol- 
lowing the terrorist bombing 
on October 23, 1983. 
(Courtesy of U.S. Marine Corps) 


‘Above and below) UH-60 Blackhawks transported American medical students from Salinas 
Airfield to a waiting aircraft for return to the United States on October 26, 1983. 


‘Courtesy of U.S. Air Force) 
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Aerial photos show some damage inflicted during the U.S. attacks on 
Libya on April 15, 1986. (Courtesy of U.S. Navy) 


U.S. Drug Enforcement Admin- 
istration (DEA) officers assist 
General Manuel Noriega into a 
C-130 cargo aircraft at Howard 
Air Base, Panama, for a flight 

to Homestead Air Force Base, 
Florida, for detention, on 
January 1, 1990. 

(Courtesy of U.S. Air Force) 


TAn Iraqi mine floats in the Persian Gulf near the battleship USS Missouri before 
P onated by the Explosive Ordnance Disposal team during Operation Desert Shield. 
(Courtesy of U.S. Navy) 


U.S. Marines awaiting action during Operation Desert Shield. (Courtesy of U.S. Marine Corps) 


А U.S. Navy ordnance-disposal 
mine-clearing operation near 
Kuwait in February 1991. 
(Courtesy of U.S. Navy) 


(Below) The highway west of 

Kuwait City heading north toward 
Basra is shown cleared of debris ` * 
after it was bombed on February." x 
27, 1991, by navy and marine air- | 
craft in the final hours of the Gulf 
War. The “Highway of Doom” had 
been jammed bumper-to-bumper 
with Iraqi troops in civilian and 
military vehicles as they fled the 
city. (Courtesy of U.S. Navy) 
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An F-14 Tomcat flies over burning oil wells in a field about ten miles west of Kuwait City 
following Operation Desert Storm. (Courtesy of U.S. Navy) 


iur de" a a сат 
A mt Е ara . чат. cm 


U.S. Marines, armed with M203 grenade launchers attached to M16A2 rifles, and with an 
“ATS light antitank weapon, run for cover from snipers as they attempt to secure Somali 
warlord General Aideed's weapon cantonment. (Courtesy of U.S. Navy) 
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Serbian families gather 
items from humanitarian 
aid boxes in Kosovo. 
(Courtesy of Department of 
Defense) 


A young Serbian boy reads a comic book 
about mine awareness distributed by the 
315th Tactical Psychological Operations 
Company (PYSOPS). 

(Courtesy of U.S. Army) 


A U.S. Navy | 
helicopter crewman 
hands out food 
rations to Bosnian 
children in Glamoc, 
Bosnia, in June 

1996. 

(Courtesy of U.S. Navy) 
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was sent around to Mal Bay aboard two amphibious ships and pre- 
pared to land Бу 6:30 Р.М. the same day, October 25. 

The assault on the Governor-General’s residence did not go as 
planned. A team of navy SEALs flying in by helicopter came under in- 
tense antiaircraft fire while landing. In the ensuing firefight the SEALs 
were unable to get all their weapons and communications equipment 
out of the helicopters, and as a result they entered the battle too lightly 
armed and with marginal communications. They gained access to the 
mansion but were subsequently surrounded and pinned down by 
Grenadian army forces with heavy weapons. Four marine Cobra gun- 
ship helicopters were summoned to assist, but two were immediately 
shot down by heavy antiaircraft fire. After an early-morning landing in 
the dark on the twenty-sixth, marine forces from G Company of the 
Second Battalion advanced on the residence and just shortly after 7:00 
rescued Governor-General Sir Paul Scoon, his family, and the twenty- 
two-man SEAL team pinned inside the residence. According to Admi- 
ral Metcalf, the SEAL commander’s decision to restrict fire at the 
surrounding Grenadian forces was a brilliant deception that concealed 
the fact that the SEALs had only light weapons. There were no casual- 
ties from the fight at the residence. : 

The special operations assault on Fort Rupert on the twenty-fifth 
went badly. The attacking Delta Force in MH-60 Black Hawk helicop- 
ters flew into heavy machine-gun fire and were driven off. One heli- 
copter on the mission took forty-seven hits from a 23mm antiaircraft 
gun and still continued flying. The Delta Force troops were unable to 
land at Fort Rupert, Fort Frederick, or the Richmond Hill Prison, and 
the postponement of their missions until after dawn had caused 
them to lose the essential element of surprise. Since the gunners on 
the ground defending the prison and forts relied solely on optics for 
their weapons, they would have been ineffective in darkness. Accord- 
ing to retired Brigadier General David Grange, who was the Delta 
squadron commander leading the assault on Richmond Hill Prison, 
the failure to attack in darkness caused the problems. Grange said: 


As we flew across the island in morning light, some peo- 
ple waved, some shot at us with AK-47s. It was confusing at 
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first from what we expected of the attitude of the people. 
As I listened to the Grenadian local radio, I heard a 
spokesman tell all to “come out and defend your country 
from the Yankee imperialists.” That is when I ordered my 
men to return fire against all identified threats. . . . This was 
our country’s first Black Hawk combat air assault. If we had 
used the old Hueys [UH-1 helicopters] on this mission, we 
would have lost every aircraft. We had one Black Hawk go 
down. Almost all the MH-60 door guns jammed as we tried 
to suppress enemy fire while attempting to land. Coming 
in, we caught a lot of air defense artillery fire from .51-cal- 
iber, 23mm, and small arms—thank God for the self-sealing 
fuel tanks. Every aircraft had no less than forty holes when 
we all finally landed on Salinas Airfield, after getting shot 
off the proposed landing zones at the prison and after 
dropping off our wounded on various navy ships off the 
coast. I had seventeen wounded in my force of forty-four. 
The mission was not very clear, nor were the rules of en- 
gagement. We were not sure who we were supposed to res- 
cue from the prison.'? 


Learning rather late that Fort Frederick was the main military 
headquarters, Admiral Metcalf ordered an air strike. During that at- 
tack, navy aircraft flying from the Independence attacked the headquar- 
ters, and the defending forces fled. However, during that air strike, a 
civilian mental hospital, adjacent to the headquarters was mistakenly 
bombed and destroyed, with heavy loss of life. The same afternoon 
of October 26, the marines from G Company of Second Battalion at- 
tacked the headquarters of the PRA at Fort Frederick and took it un- 
opposed; the remnants of the Grenadian army fled. Large quantities 
of weapons and ammunition were found there. 

That afternoon, Vice Admiral Metcalf learned that there was a sec- 
ond group of American medical students at Grand Anse located north- 
east of Salinas. Acting on recommendations from his temporary army 
staff officer, Major General Schwarzkopf, he ordered a marine heli- 
copter squadron to transport Rangers of the Second Battalion, 
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Seventy-fifth Ranger Regiment to the second campus where four 
CH-53 Sea Stallion helicopters evacuated 224 more American stu- 
dents on October 26. A total of 599 American and 88 foreign nation- 
als were safely removed without a single civilian casualty. 

By the morning of October 30 the marines turned over their areas 
of responsibility to the Eighty-second Airborne Division. At that 
time 6,140 troops of the Eighty-second had landed on the island to 
complete the sweep for remaining enemy resistance. By the evening 
of October 31 all marines were back aboard their amphibious ships, 
and the island reverted to its normal peaceful state. The crisis in 
Grenada did not result from American covert action or any other 
grand strategy to unseat Bishop or redirect the course his regime was 
taking, attractive though that might have been to the U.S. govern- 
ment. Grenada became the only Marxist regime in history to be re- 
placed by force of arms by Caribbean nations cooperating with 
Western military power. 

Just before the landings began, Admiral Metcalf was ordered by the 
Atlantic Fleet commander in chief to exclude the world press from the 
island until it was safely secured.!! The order was based on the lack of 
an organized censorship program similar to the one in existence dur- 
ing World War II, the fact that so little time and few transportation as- 
sets were available, and, most important, the fear of compromising the 
element of surprise. The American commanders (including Metcalf) 
felt that the presence of a large number of press in the area of opera- 
tions, each trying to scoop the other by broadcasting news from the 
ground, would endanger friendly forces. After the exclusion order was 
given, the press made numerous attempts to squeeze by the embargo. 
U.S. Navy aircraft once intercepted a high-speed craft carrying news- 
men trying to approach the island. Another group of seven newsmen, 
including five Americans, succeeded in sneaking ashore but were 
picked up and flown to the Guam. They were held on board until the 
island was reopened to travelers. Understandably, any attempt by the 
armed forces to contain or otherwise restrain the press generates an an- 
timilitary reaction in a democratic society. In the case of Grenada, De- 
fense Secretary Weinberger told Admiral Metcalf to allow the press on 
the island on October 27, after the fighting was mostly over. On Oc- 
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tober 30, 167 reporters flew in from Barbados; however, the damage 
had already been done. The press coverage that followed lashed out 
bitterly at the military commanders and highlighted every shortcom- 
ing and accident that inevitably accompanies such operations, espe- 
cially when hurriedly mounted. 

U.S. casualties in the action were 19 American military dead and 
89 wounded, including 3 dead and 15 wounded marines, 12 dead and 
71 wounded army soldiers, and 4 dead and 3 wounded navy seamen. 
In one accident a navy aircraft killed 1 army man and wounded 15. 
No Caribbean security troops were wounded. Grenadian casualties in- 
cluded 45 killed and 337 wounded. Twenty-four of the total killed 
were civilians, 21 of whom were killed in the accidental hospital 
bombing. Cuban casualties were 24 killed in action and 29 wounded. 
Six hundred Cuban construction workers were taken prisoner. By No- 
vember 9, most Cubans, 17 Libyans, 15 North Koreans, 49 Soviets, 10 
East Germans, and 3 Bulgarians were returned to their countries." 


The results of the invasion were unquestionably supported by a con- 
gressional investigation, although the view of the media was under- 
standably critical. The main reason for the failures of some of the 
most highly trained U.S. Special Forces was hasty planning. The ulti- 
mate success of the operation depended on the element of surprise 
and the secret movement of troops in order to minimize casualties 
among the invaders and civilians. Postponing the first assaults several 
times due to loading delays and navigation errors forced many of the 
attacks to occur in broad daylight. It was later learned that General 
Austin and the Cuban military on Grenada knew in advance that the 
invasion was to take place, and Radio Free Grenada had called all the 
island’s militias to arms before the first landings were made. The 
Rangers who parachuted onto Salinas took an excessively long time— 
ninety minutes—to drop six hundred men. Luckily, the only casual- 
ties were from malfunctioning parachutes. Had there been 
determined resistance the results might have been horrendous. The 
six hundred Rangers from the Seventy-fifth were to land at Salinas 
after the airfield had been cleared by a team of thirty-seven men from 
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Delta Force, six of whom were killed and seventeen wounded in their 
attempt to clear the runway for the Rangers. The assaults by the Delta 
Force, SEALs, and other Special Forces against Forts Frederick and 
Rupert, Richmond Hill Prison, and the radio station were not crucial 
to the overall invasion and appear to have been ordered merely to en- 
sure that these forces had a piece of the action—why they failed is an- 
other story. 

In retrospect the intervention in Grenada was a job done at the 
right time, although in haste. Had it been necessary to wait a year, 
the task of taking the island by force would have been much more 
difficult and costly. It is clear from documents and material found 
during the post-intervention mop-up that within a year the PRA 
would have possessed a daunting array of Soviet armor and heavy 
weapons, sufficient to have equipped a sizable army. From captured 
documents dated July 2, 1982, it was learned that the country’s 
armed forces planned to develop into an eighteen-battalion force 
that would have put between seven thousand and ten thousand men 
and women under arms by 1985. As it happened, the possibility for 
intervention occurred because of a squabble on the island between 
two Marxist-Leninist political factions-one close to Moscow, the 
other to Havana, yet both on a similar track of expanding an already 
serious impediment to stability and security in the region. 

On December 19, 1983, free elections were held in Grenada, and in- 
dependent political parties were able to choose their candidates. Four 
days before the elections the remaining U.S. forces left the island. A 
year later President Reagan was invited to attend the first anniversary of 
the invasion, and an estimated one hundred thousand Grenadians 
turned out—nearly the entire population—to cheer his speech. Under- 
secretary of Defense Dov S. Zakheim said it well: “The cumulative im- 
pact of Grenada on America’s self image should not be underestimated. 
It represented a clear-cut military success—something that the American 
public had not witnessed since before Vietnam. It marked the expres- 
sion of American vigor in foreign policy, and signified an understand- 
ing of the role of force as a vehicle for the support of U.S. foreign 
policy objectives when all other options are closed except passive resig- 
nation to the whims of fate.” 
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CHAPTER 6 


Retaliatory Attacks on Libya 


The Gulf of Sidra, March-April 1986 


In December 1985 the United States was again confronted by bel- 
ligerent forces in the Middle East. This adversary was considerably 
more substantial than the Muslim factions faced in Lebanon. Not 
only was Libyan dictator Muammar Qaddafi espousing similar anti- 
American and anti-Israeli causes, but he was challenging the freedom 
of international airspace and the seas, a far more potent threat to the 
world’s premier naval and air power and one much more likely to 
provoke a forceful response. Just as Britain had upheld its free access 
to international waters throughout the nineteenth century, so would 
the United States respond with significant force to any such provoca- 
tion in the twentieth. The U.S. government had done so before by 
sending warship squadrons to the Mediterranean shores of Tripoli 
during the naval campaign against the Barbary pirates in 1803 and 
against the British during the War of 1812. 


Muammar Qaddafi seized power in Libya in a 1969 coup against 
King Idris I, the ruler who had governed since the country gained in- 
dependence in 1951. In a situation similar to that in postwar Iran, 
both Britain and the United States, in a effort to secure their mili- 
tary bases in Libya after World War П, had assisted Idris, a promis- 
ing local strongman, to gain and retain power. Qaddafi, the young 
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revolutionary coup leader, was not only a Bedouin tribesman but 
also a disciple of Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser, who 
dreamed of pan-Arab unity. He was also allegedly a devout Muslim 
and anti-Communist. Nevertheless, his virulent anti-Western attitude 
rooted in the Israeli-Palestine rift drove him to the Soviet Union for 
arms and modern military technology. 

Soon after taking power, Qaddafi demanded that the Americans 
and British return their bases to Libya; they complied. The United 
States turned over Wheelus Air Force Base, which had been used for 
decades by the Sixth Fleet and the air force as a major Mediterranean 
training base. The loss of this base was a significant blow to the forces 
of NATO’s southern flank, whose position in the busy confines of 
the Mediterranean had depended on the use of training bases in the 
remote North African desert and in the large basin off the Libyan 
coast called the Gulf of Sirte, or Sidra.! 

After Nasser died in 1970, Qaddafi sought to fill his shoes as the 
leader of a pan-Arab movement. He began to receive large amounts 
of Soviet arms. Much of the modern armament, however, proved far 
too complex for his small population of five million with a literacy 
rate of roughly 64 percent. Qaddafi realized he would be unable to 
prevail in a military confrontation with the West and instead chose 
the more expedient weapon of terrorism to further his political and 
religious goals. 

Terrorists who received Qaddafi's active support and training have 
left a long and bloody trail. Throughout the 1970s the West reeled 
under a wave of gory actions beginning with the kidnappings of Israelis 
at the 1972 Olympic Games in Munich, followed by a rash of airline hi- 
jackings and car bombings carried out by a score of different factions 
supported by Qaddafi. The Soviet bloc nations were pleased to provide 
arms to Qaddafi's terrorists for hard currency, while the West was para- 
doxically supporting his activities by purchasing Libyan oil. 

The frustrating years of failure to deal effectively with terrorist 
killings, compounded by the inability of the United States to free the 
hostages in Tehran, had precipitated the end of the Carter presidency 
after a single term. When President Reagan took the reins in Wash- 
ington in 1981, he promised severe retaliation against terrorists. 
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Meanwhile Libya continued to be a source of state-sponsored terror- 
ism, not only invading its neighbor Chad and supporting guerrilla ac- 
tions in Sudan but also openly opposing Egyptian President Anwar 
Sadat’s deliberate move toward peace with Israel. These activities 
brought Libya still closer to the Soviet Union, despite the religious 
and ideological divide between the two nations. 

Ratcheting up his blatant challenges to the West, Qaddafi openly 
claimed the entire Gulf of Sidra to be Libyan in 1979. This gulf 
formed a basin penetrating the North African coastline that was 
flanked by Libya on three sides but was far deeper than the twelve- 
mile territorial water limit set by international law. Qaddafi declared 
the “Line of Death,” delineating the extension of Libya’s territorial 
waters south of a latitude line thirty-two degrees, thirty minutes 
north in the Gulf of Sidra. Qaddafi’s line encompassed an area that 
extended as much as one hundred miles off the coast of Libya and 
was unmistakably intended as a further challenge to the United 
States. Because the gulf lies away from crowded shipping lanes, the 
0.5. Sixth Fleet had used it as one of the few remaining places in the 
Mediterranean to conduct live-fire exercises. Despite the major con- 
cern this caused the navy, the United States showed restraint and did 
nothing to challenge the Line of Death except to carry on with rou- 
tine aerial reconnaissance flights that sometimes included areas over 
waters claimed by Libya. 

This extension of territory was far in excess of normal interna- 
tional practice. It would probably have gone unchallenged had it not 
brought about a further serious loss to the combat readiness of 
NATO and U.S. forces. When Qaddafi threatened several times to 
use force to defend his claims against interfering nations, the United 
States still did not immediately challenge his assertions of ownership 
and merely prohibited the Sixth Fleet from penetrating south of the 
line. In 1979 several Libyan MiG fighters sent from bases near Tripoli 
into the Gulf of Sidra harassed and then fired an air-to-air missile at a 
U.S. Air Force EC-135 aircraft on an unarmed reconnaissance flight 
in the area. It missed, and the United States still took no action. 

Shortly after the Reagan administration took office, the U.S. Navy 
renewed its request to the National Security Council to challenge 
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Qaddafi’s claims. The navy recommended an incursion called a Free- 
dom of Navigation Operation. The United States had exercised a 
program of actively asserting navigational rights and freedoms since 
1979. These operations deliberately challenged the claims of coun- 
tries like the Soviet Union and Libya to territorial waters far in excess 
of what was established by international law. Some of these countries 
used a “baseline” method of measurement to determine their territo- 
rial waters, thereby seeking to close off vast ocean areas. Libya’s line 
in the Gulf of Sidra was similar to that of the Soviet Union between 
the Sea of Okhotsk and the Bay of Vladivostok. 

One of these operations involved a demonstration by the U.S. 
Navy of its right of innocent passage—going from one point in inter- 
national waters to another while passing through claimed territorial 
waters in the process. The planning of such operations often caused 
friction between the State Department, which usually wished to 
avoid souring relations even with belligerent countries, and the De- 
fense Department, which claimed its freedom to operate was an es- 
sential policy instrument that was seriously restricted by excessive 
claims to territorial waters. The concern of American diplomats over 
this particular type of probe was the choice of location and timing. 
In August 1981 the new administration authorized the navy to pene- 
trate the area below Qaddafi's line of demarcation. 

The Libyan air force had by this time grown to a significant 
strength, equipped with modern Soviet Su-22s and French Mirage 
100 fighters. The American force nevertheless crossed the Line of 
Death with a carrier battle group and conducted a fleet exercise. In 
the midst of the maneuvers, two F-14 Tomcats from Fighter 
Squadron Forty-one of USS Nimitz were confronted by Libyan air 
force SU-22 fighters piloted by non-Libyan pilots. While the navy 
F-14 fighters were flying protection for their ships, the SU-22s tried 
repeatedly to maneuver into advantageous positions. During the en- 
counter navy ships and aircraft intercepted voice orders transmitted 
to the opposing SU-22s to fire on a flight of F-14 Tomcats. Under the 
rules of engagement, the U.S aircraft could not defend themselves 
unless fired upon first. While conducting a head-on intercept, the 
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Libyans fired a missile; the Tomcats evaded the missile and downed 
both SU-22s with Sidewinder air-to-air missiles. 

Immediately after the air engagement, tensions heightened. Given 
Qadaffi’s record, the Sixth Fleet and Americans abroad watched 
Libyan forces carefully for a reaction. After the downing of the two 
Libyan aircraft, Qaddafi remained passive for several years. On June 
14, 1985, TWA flight 847 was hijacked and forced to land in Beirut, 
and an American sailor on board was murdered. On October 7 Pales- 
tinian terrorists seized the cruise ship Achille Lauro at sea, killing an 
aged and crippled American passenger. Later in October the military 
shopping mall at a U.S. Army base in Frankfurt was bombed, and 
twenty-three Americans were wounded. On November 24 an Ameri- 
can air force civilian employee was shot by terrorists on an airliner 
that was hijacked and landed in Egypt. An Egyptian commando raid 
on the stranded aircraft failed. Fifty-eight people and all but one hi- 
jacker were killed. Airports in Rome and Vienna were attacked on De- 
cember 27; five Americans were among those who died. 

Interpol, the CIA, the FBI, and many other agencies soon linked 
these terrorist actions to Libya. Americans in Libya were ordered to 
leave, and in 1986 Qaddafi’s actions were denounced by the U.S. 
State Department as unusual and extraordinary threats to the na- 
tional security and foreign policy of the United States. Two and a 
half billion dollars of Libyan assets were frozen in America. Europe- 
an states had already taken measures against Libya: France had 
ceased arms sales and assisted Chad in repelling a Libyan invasion in 
1983; Britain had stopped arms sales in 1984 after the murder of a 
British policewoman by Libyans outside their London embassy; and 
Italy banned further arms sales in January 1986. 

Following the December 1985 terrorist attacks on the airports in 
Rome and Vienna, the Joint Chiefs of Staff developed a plan for an 
attack on Libya should it be involved in future terrorist actions 
against the United States. Chief of Naval Operations Admiral 
James Watkins proposed to the Joint Chiefs of Staff that the next 
round of Sixth Fleet Freedom of Navigation exercises include a 
challenge to Qaddafi’s declared Line of Death in the Gulf of Sidra. 


92 AMERICA’S SPLENDID LITTLE WARS 


In 1986 President Reagan authorized the navy to again assert the 
right to operate across this line. 

There was unusual agreement between the State and Defense De- 
partments for this operation against Libya. Admiral William J. Crowe, 
Jr., the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, proposed new rules of 
engagement. The previous policy for such operations had been that 
participating ships and aircraft could respond with “appropriate 
force.” For example, if a ship in the challenging force were attacked 
by an opposing aircraft, the ship would be authorized to destroy the 
aircraft, but the airfield from which it was launched would be safe 
from retaliatory action. These rules had been written to prevent the 
commander from taking action that might escalate into a major con- 
frontation. However, it was no longer reasonable to insist that an 
American commander wait for an attack and significantly increase 
the risk to American lives. The recent experience in Beirut had been a 
shocking demonstration of what could result from such rules. The 
marines there had been so tightly limited to protection that their sen- 
tries were required to patrol with the ammunition removed from 
their weapons. Admiral Crowe proposed that the forces participating 
in the operation against Libya be allowed to respond immediately 
when a threat was detected and not to wait to see if it qualified for an 
appropriate response. The Crowe proposal was approved by Secretary 
of Defense Weinberger and President Reagan. But as Admiral Crowe 
pointed out in his memoir, The Line of Fire, old habits die hard. 
Commanding officers had not been given this much discretion since 
World War II and the Korean War. Despite the new rules of engage- 
ment, most American commanders, suffering from years of enforced 
hesitancy, probably wondered whether their actions would be sup- 
ported if they responded forcefully. 

The Freedom of Navigation exercise began on March 22, 1986, 
after a one-week delay to wait for a third aircraft carrier to arrive in 
the Mediterranean. The carriers USS Coral Sea, USS Saratoga, and 
USS America would participate together in the operation. One hun- 
dred and twenty-four smaller ships were in the fleet, including the 
Aegis-class cruisers USS Ticonderoga and USS Yorktown. This large 
force was mustered to ensure that there were enough ships present to 
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handle a sizable response. Weinberger always insisted that the size of 
the force recommended by the military be doubled to ensure superi- 
ority and thereby avoid a repeat of the Iran hostage-rescue debacle. 

By 1986 the Libyan air force had more than 500 Soviet and 
French aircraft, including the supersonic MiG-25. The size of the 
U.S. force clearly intimidated Qaddafi, and initially his aircraft and 
ships stood clear of the challenging armada. Two days into the opera- 
tion, however, Libya fired two Soviet SA-5 surface-to-air missiles at 
two navy F-14 fighters. Although the missiles were fired at extreme 
range and fell harmlessly short, the act was sufficient under the new 
tules of engagement to authorize the Americans to return fire. Two 
navy A-7 aircraft attacked and destroyed the two air-defense radar 
sites, while the rest of the American forces began to search for Libyan 
ships and aircraft inside the Gulf of Sidra below the Line of Death. 
By the end of March 24 the navy had damaged a single Libyan patrol 
craft. The Sixth Fleet force withdrew on March 27 after crossing the 
line and countering the Libyan claim. 

One week later, a terrorist bomb in West Berlin destroyed the La 
Belle disco, which was popular with Americans. One American ser- 
viceman and a Turkish woman were killed, ahd 230 other people in- 
jured. Evidence gained through intercepted communications showed 
that the Libyans were directly involved. Then on April 8 an explosion 
aboard a TWA flight from Rome caused by a terrorist bomb killed 
four more Americans. Those two actions set in motion a complex 
planning process to select targets for a significant punishment of 
Libya. The United States was ready to send a grave signal to the world 
that it would not tolerate any more acts of terrorism. The objective 
was to select targets in Libya that would not only emphasize this 
message and convey the full measure of ferocity but also keep civil- 
ian casualties near the targets low and minimize damage to U.S. 
forces. 

To achieve these objectives, the Joint Chiefs of Staff decided to 
launch a short nighttime air strike with no second wave. To inflict less 
damage on noncombatants, American planners chose targets that had 
fewer homes nearby-in case the bombs missed their targets. Self- 
imposed restrictions forced the selection of targets that would have 
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less psychological impact than those in the center of Tripoli, which 
limited the effectiveness of the retaliation. 

Selected as targets were a headquarters compound at Azziziya, 
near Tripoli, and a confirmed terrorist training facility at Murrat Sidsi 
Bilal, where Yugoslav instructors were training Libyans for underwa- 
ter sabotage. The Joint Chiefs of Staff selected two other clusters of 
targets for destruction, one near Tripoli and the other around Benina 
Airfield in eastern Libya. Navy carrier aircraft were to be augmented 
by twenty-four U.S. Air Force F-111 all-weather bombers based in 
Lakenheath and Upper Heyford in England. Six EF-111 electronic 
countermeasure aircraft and thirty KC-10 and KC-135 airborne 
tankers would participate—a considerable force for an air operation in 
peacetime. The addition of the F-111s was designed to catch the 
Libyan air defenses off guard, since they would be expecting any 
strike to come primarily from the carriers in the Mediterranean. 
Owing to the lack of overt allied support for the strike, the F-111s 
would be required to detour around French and Spanish airspace and 
enter the Mediterranean via Gibraltar, a route requiring five in-flight 
refuelings conducted at radio silence. 

There were serious concerns about the ability to keep the opera- 
tion secret. The recent experience in Grenada, where the press had 
been kept off the island until the initial assault was complete, had not 
endeared the military to the media. Furthermore, vocal opposition to 
Reagan’s sharp response, if made known in advance, posed a serious 
risk of compromising the surprise attack. If news leaked to the 
Libyans and they increased their air-defense readiness, the strike air- 
craft would suffer significant losses. In addition, the War Powers Res- 
olution Act of 1973 required President Reagan to confer with 
Congress before committing U.S. forces to combat. Incessantly 
hounded by the media, members of Congress are often unable to 
keep a military plan secret. Therefore, Reagan planned to wait until 
the last minute to seek the required congressional approval. The pres- 
ident called a meeting with congressional leaders in the Executive 
Office Building for 4:00 р.м. on April 14, the day of the strike, after 
the long-range F-111 bombers had already begun their seven-hour 
flight to Libya. The opposition, voiced by Senator Robert Byrd of 
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West Virginia, was primarily aimed at the lack of prior consultation 
in accordance with the War Powers Act. Although technically the ac- 
tion could be recalled, the die was cast, and the strike went ahead in 
spite of the congressional complaints. 

The air force F-111 bombers were supported by Navy EA-6B elec- 
tronic jammers, EA-3 intelligence aircraft, EA-2C radar-control air- 
craft, and A-7 and F-18 antiradar missile attack aircraft to suppress 
antiair defenses. Additional navy F-14 and F-18 fighter-bombers from 
all three carriers provided air cover and support for the F-111 
bombers. The two groups of attacking aircraft met within three sec- 
onds of the planned times and flew to the target areas. Simultane- 
ously, navy A-6 bombers flew in from two carriers, the America and 
the Coral Sea, and attacked separate targets in the Benghazi area, 450 
miles to the east of Tripoli? 

The American participants knew that the Libyan air-defense sys- 
tems—consisting of a wide spectrum of Soviet hardware, including 
surface-to-air missiles, from the SA-2 through the SA-9, and the for- 
midable ZSU-23 radar-guided antiaircraft guns that had shot down 
many American aircraft and helicopters in Vietnam and Grenada— 
were among the most advanced in the world and comparable, on 
paper, with those in the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact countries. 
An estimated three thousand Soviet air-defense technicians were 
thought to be in Libya, along with some Yugoslavs and other advisers 
from North Korea, Vietnam, East Germany, and Syria. 

The strike was scheduled for midnight Tripoli time, or 7:00 P.M. 
on April 14 in Washington, D.C. Because of radio restrictions by the 
participating forces, news of the raid would come only after the strike 
was over, when all the aircraft had cleared the coast off Tripoli. Ten- 
sion was high in Washington. Although the inevitable rumors of a re- 
taliatory strike had sent reporters scurrying to Tripoli, from where 
they were reporting on live television, the fact that the lights were still 
on in that city at 1:30 A.M. proved that there had been no advance 
warning of specific plans. 

Not a single Libyan aircraft reacted in defense against the U.S. 
force, although a few antiaircraft missiles streaked harmlessly 
through the night skies. Navy aircraft returned to their carriers with 
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minimal losses; one air force F-111 crashed while flying over the 
coast toward the targets and the two airmen were confirmed dead. 
Early damage assessment by reconnaissance was difficult because of 
cloud cover but eventually confirmed that some of the targets had 
been destroyed. Qaddafi later claimed he had been wounded and his 
adopted daughter killed, but there was never any proof that either 
claim was true. 

This strike promoted the concept that if aircraft carriers and land- 
based strike aircraft were available nearby, the United States could 
use its technological superiority to carry out attacks with few losses. 
The close coordination and nearly flawless integration of air force 
and navy aircraft during this operation was a great improvement over 
the slipshod approach taken in Iran and Grenada. The attack had the 
desired effect. Because the personal impact on Qadaffi was evidently 
so great, his overt support of terror attacks ceased. The raid demon- 
strated that the United States could respond effectively to the terror- 
ist menace if it used swift and decisive force. 


CHAPTER 7 


Escort and Retaliation in the Persian Gulf 


1986-1988 


In 1908 the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company discovered the first major 
oil deposits in southwest Iran. Britain, still the dominant world 
power, recognized that oil from these vast fields would soon be criti- 
cal to the Royal Navy’s new fleet of oil-burning supercombatants like 
the Dreadnought. Just as tall New England white pine for masts and 
royal oak for keel timbers had been necessary in previous centuries, 
the newly discovered Persian oil fields would become crucial to the 
continued rule of the seas. 

Vast quantities of oil were discovered in Iraq in 1923 but were ex- 
ploited at a slower pace than in Iran. Although oil was discovered in 
Kuwait in 1938, it wasn’t produced in large quantities until after 
World War II; however, from the early 1950s Kuwait was the largest 
oil producer in the Persian Gulf until it was surpassed by Saudi Ara- 
bia in 1963. Oil production in the gulf region was dominated by 
British companies until after World War II, when American firms be- 
came more involved. By the end of the war American Standard Oil 
of California and Texaco had gained control of all foreign oil conces- 
sions in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. In 1947 an economic watershed 
occurred: U.S. oil consumption exceeded domestic production for 
the first time, and America became an oil importer. 

In July 1947 Admiral Chester Nimitz, the chief of Naval Opera- 
tions, ordered contingency plans to be made for the defense of 
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Bahrain. On January 1, 1949, President Truman established the Per- 
sian Gulf Area Command, which included the Arabian Peninsula, 
the Indian subcontinent, the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf, and the In- 
dian Ocean north of the equator. The U.S. Navy established a perma- 
nent flagship with two destroyers as escorts and began what would 
become a long-standing continuous maritime presence. By 1956 the 
U.S. Navy was conducting joint military operations with Iran. The 
modest mission of the newly christened commander, Middle East 
Force, was coordination and communications: “With the develop- 
ment of the petroleum industry in the Persian Gulf area there has 
been a significant increase of shipping, particularly tanker; in order 
to coordinate ship movements and to provide adequate communica- 
tions facilities, it has become necessary to maintain a station ship in 
this area."! 

In the 1960s under the Central Treaty Organization, which had 
been expanded to include Britain, Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey as mem- 
bers, the United States was conducting annual naval maneuvers de- 
signed partially to fill the vacuum created by the British withdrawal 
from east of Suez. At this juncture the United States had two op- 
tions: (1) to fill the power vacuum and assume the British role of pro- 
tecting the Persian Gulf states or (2) to remain peripherally involved 
with a lesser security commitment. The choice initially fell to Presi- 
dent Richard M. Nixon, who had already inherited an overextended 
security role in Southeast Asia. The Nixon Doctrine called for the 
United States to strengthen and support regional powers and not to 
assume direct security responsibility for any region in the world. 

In the Persian Gulf region the Nixon Doctrine took the form of 
the “two-pillar” policy, whereby the United States labored to build re- 
gional security through vigorous defense of friendly regimes in Iran 
and Saudi Arabia. Under this doctrine America unabashedly poured 
sophisticated arms into both of these oil-rich countries. The collapse 
of the Iranian shah’s regime in 1979 caught America by surprise and 
ended that doctrine with a sharp blow. The seizure of the American 
embassy in Tehran and the long hostage crisis that followed resulted 
in a bolstering of the naval presence in the area; in 1979 the U.S. 
Middle East Force was enlarged to a permanent deployment of five 
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warships supported by the occasional surge to two aircraft carrier bat- 
tle groups in the northern Arabian Sea. President Reagan not only 
supported but also reinforced the Carter Doctrine that called for war 
to save Persian Gulf oil if necessary. 

When the Iran-Iraq War erupted in 1980 and the Soviets increased 
their forces in Afghanistan, President Reagan reaffirmed the Carter 
Doctrine and accelerated the buildup of the U.S. Rapid Deployment 
Force. America strengthened its military position by improving the 
base on the British island of Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean and 
put on the fast track negotiations with the states of Oman, Egypt, 
Kenya, and Somalia for communications and logistic access to facili- 
ties for future contingencies in the region. On January 1, 1983, Rea- 
gan created a new joint military command called Central Command, 
with headquarters in Tampa, Florida, which would command all U.S. 
military forces earmarked for the Persian Gulf region, including the 
long-established Middle East Force. President Reagan further ex- 
panded the Carter Doctrine by declaring that any threat to the 
friendly Saudi Arabian government was a peril to U.S. interests. He 
further declared that America intended to keep the Strait of Hormuz 
open against any threat to international shipping. 

The American perception of the threat depended on two main 
contingencies: (1) an outside power intervening in Iran either di- 
rectly or by encouraging the establishment of a Soviet puppet state 
and (2) one of the regional powers—such as Iran in 1979 or Iraq in 
1990—running amok in the region. The initial Reagan plan had a goal 
of building a capability to introduce five U.S. ground divisions, or 
one hundred thousand troops, into the region within one month, to 
be fully instituted by 1987. 

Two fundamental policy factions divided the Reagan administra- 
tion: One viewed the gulf problem primarily as a cold war, East- West 
confrontation. The other interpreted the primary threat to stability as 
an indigenous problem of the dynamics of the Persian Gulf States’ 
social, political, and economic interests. As it turned out the latter 
was indeed the lasting issue—the former disappeared with the demise 
of the Soviet Union. 
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The Iran-Iraq War stretched through eight years, a vast bloody 
slaughter gradually edging the region to the brink of chaos. Kuwait, 
Saudi Arabia, and other Persian Gulf States were aiding Saddam Hus- 
sein financially by covertly shipping Soviet arms to Iraq; a number 
of unscrupulous Western businesses were doing the same. To further 
complicate the situation, arms from Eastern Europe and the Soviet 
Union were unloaded in the Red Sea port of Jidda, Saudi Arabia, and 
in the Persian Gulf port of Kuwait City and taken by truck into Iraq. 
Quite predictably, Iran reacted by accelerating attacks on and harass- 
ment of all gulf merchant ships, including neutral merchantmen 
from states overtly helping Iraq. Occasional raids on merchant ships 
had been occurring since 1983, but in 1986, the sixth year of the war, 
the attacks increased drastically. 

The Iranian navy was well equipped with ships and weapons that 
had been supplied during Iran’s days of romance with the West. 
Their inventory included small, heavily armed Swedish Boghammer 
patrol boats operated apparently autonomously by zealous revolu- 
tionary guards, a paramilitary force more fanatical and ideologically 
pure than the regular Iranian military, with little government control. 
Kuwaitis and Saudis were suffering more and more at the hands of 
Iran, but they did not fight back. They seemed content to absorb 
losses for fear of further alienating Iran. Iran began to attack all mer- 
chant ships trading with Kuwait to intimidate that country and pun- 
ish its neighbors for providing political and financial support to Iraq. 
At the time Kuwait was the third-largest oil producer in the world, be- 
hind Saudi Arabia and Iraq. 

Iraq, too, escalated the violence with attacks on merchant ship- 
ping in the gulf to counter Iranian interests. During 1986 Iraq at- 
tacked sixty-six ships in the gulf, twice as many as the total during the 
previous year, and Iran struck forty-one, which was three times the 
previous year’s number. As the shipping security situation deterio- 
rated, concern for the continued safe flow of oil to the world in- 
creased proportionally. 

During this increase in hostilities, the U.S. Middle East Force, 
permanently stationed in the Persian Gulf, found itself in a war 
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zone, but forced to stand by as unarmed merchant ships of all na- 
tions were struck repeatedly. Usually the Iranians attacked in such a 
manner as to maximize casualties among the crew and not necessar- 
ily to sink the ships. While the ships of the Middle East Force 
watched over American-flagged and -owned vessels, their rules of en- 
gagement allowed them to use force only in self-defense. 

Kuwait expressed concern about its losses and risks at sea to the 
Gulf Cooperation Council. Its members were not happy about invit- 
ing a superpower into their circle, but recommended that Kuwait ask 
the United States rather than the Soviet Union for assistance. In an 
act of desperation, after a year of suffering unrelenting attacks, 
Kuwait requested in December 1986 that the United States escort its 
tankers under the American flag for protection. Unlike the other gulf 
nations, the Kuwaitis had up to this point continued to use their own 
flag on the tankers rather than reflagging them with neutral colors to 
protect them from increasing strikes by the Iranians or Iraqis. The 
Kuwaitis also quietly requested help from the Soviet Union. 

The American relationship with Kuwait had been ambivalent 
prior to this time. Kuwait’s free-market economy and heavy invest- 
ment of its oil profits in Europe and America made it economically 
aligned with the West; however, its political hostility to Israel caused 
disruptions, some mandated by Congress, in the modest U.S. assis- 
tance program to Kuwait. Since the 1970s the United States had been 
quietly providing a specially built Skyhawk bomber, the Hawk air- 
defense system, vehicles, and other logistic systems to Kuwait. The 
situation was complicated by the almost 80 percent Palestinian popu- 
lation in Kuwait, and Congress was reluctant to authorize the sale of 
the more sophisticated arms that Kuwait requested. The Soviets, on 
the other hand, were gladly selling arms to all buyers. 

Secretary of Defense Weinberger supported the reflagging and es- 
cort scheme largely as a measure to prevent the Soviets from gaining 
influence in the area. For clearly economic reasons it was not in 
America’s interest to see the Iran-Iraq War widen. The United States 
found Iraq useful in checking Iran’s export of revolution. However, 
while there was little popular sentiment in America for Iran after the 
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hostage ordeal, the Soviet Union’s massive military equipment ship- 
ments to Iraq put the United States in an awkward position. Iraq was 
a Soviet client; therefore, U.S. leaders did not wish to overtly support 
Iraq, even though Saudi Arabia was already doing so. Still, the in- 
crease of attacks on merchant shipping was certainly contrary to 
America’s historical interest in freedom of the seas, and countering 
this terrorism at sea offered a way to strengthen U.S. influence in the 
region. 

Thus the American rationale for entering the fray was twofold: 
One group, led by Weinberger, claimed that the overriding issue was 
the enforcement of freedom and security of the seas and the mini- 
mization of Soviet influence in the area. The other side reflected the 
philosophy of Admiral William J. Crowe, Jr., the chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, who was an experienced Arabist and former 
commander of the Middle East Force. He said: *[I]t seemed to me 
that reflagging would go a long way toward mending our fences in 
the region. . .. My conclusion, then, was that we should go into the 
Persian Gulf, not because of freedom of the seas, and not because we 
didn't want the Soviets there, but because it was the best chance we 
had to repair our Arab policy and to make some significant headway 
in an area where it was absolutely crucial for us to forge the strongest 
ties we could manage—despite the congressional undermining.” 

If the United States turned down the Kuwaiti reflagging request, 
the Soviet Union could end up as the sole guarantor of security of 
the Persian Gulf States. When U.S. officials learned that Kuwait had 
also asked the Soviets for help, they realized that the request may 
have been a clever ploy to ensure U.S. cooperation. The Soviet Union 
could quietly agree to assist without suffering through endless con- 
gressional discussions and front-page publicity. As self-sufficient oil 
producers, the Soviets could be expected to respond to the reflagging 
request strictly in the role of spoiler. In early March 1987 the Soviet 
Union agreed to lease three of its oil tankers to Kuwait. 

The U.S. Congress also had difficulty facing up to charges that 
American arms policies usually favored Israel against the Arab states. 
Congress was worried that reflagging and escorting would enmesh 
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the United States in the larger Iran-Iraq War. President Reagan never- 
theless agreed to the Kuwaiti request on March 10, 1987, and set in 
action Operation Earnest Will under Marine Corps General George 
B. Crist, commander in chief of the Central Command area. Kuwait 
agreed to pay for a portion of the fuel the United States would use 
during the reflagging operations. 

The Goldwater-Nichols Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 had 
given the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and American Unified 
Commanders the authority to tailor command and control to fit spe- 
cial circumstances. Admiral Crowe put that authority to work and or- 
ganized a force tailored for use in the compact area of the Persian 
Gulf. It was no small undertaking. The organization and execution of 
offensive operations in this confined area of disparate political and 
religious factions called for new and unorthodox planning and initia- 
tive. It was fortunate indeed that the United States had a maritime in- 
novator and a man experienced in that area at the helm of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff. Admiral Crowe not only was an Arabist but also had 
experience working with unorthodox military formations when he 
commanded the American Riverine Forces in Southeast Asia. 

On May 3 one of the Soviet tankers leased to Kuwait hit a mine. 
An Iraqi aircraft attacked the destroyer USS Stark with two French 
Exocet missiles on May 17, killing thirty-seven American sailors. But 
for the extraordinary battle damage-control measures taken by the 
surviving crew, the ship would have sunk. Although the strike was an 
apparent case of misidentification, the event outraged America and 
sparked renewed interest in protecting all gulf shipping from the in- 
creased threat. In mid-June President Reagan predicted that if the 
United States failed to act promptly to protect shipping in the Per- 
sian Gulf, the Soviet Union certainly would increase its support. 
Within one week the United States informed Kuwait that it would es- 
cort Kuwaiti tankers, which would be reflagged with the American 
colors, an extremely complex and hazardous mission in the midst of 
a full-scale war. During this period Iraq was attacking oil refineries 
and major cities in Iran, including the capital, Tehran, while Iran 
launched repeated ground offensives against the Iraqi army; both 
sides suffered massive casualties on the scale of a world war. Iraq was 
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using chemical weapons against Iran, and both countries continued 
attacks on shipping in the Persian Gulf. 

In May 1987 the merchant ships Ethnic (Greek) and Marshall 
Chuykov (Soviet) struck mines, and in June Primrose and Stena Parker 
(both American owned and Liberian registered) struck mines near 
Kuwait. In August the unescorted Texaco Caribbean, carrying a load 
of Iranian oil under a Panamanian flag, struck a mine in the Gulf of 
Oman. That year Iraq struck seventy-six ships in the gulf; Iran at- 
tacked eighty-seven, which was more than twice the number during 
the preceding year. 

The United States needed to overcome major obstacles while 
preparing for intervention in the Persian Gulf. The navy was equipped 
and trained to fight in open waters, yet the gulf was extremely con- 
fined. Radar and communications were compressed because of the 
small operating area. As shown by the Stark incident, the situation 
demanded rapid response and a set of concrete rules of engagement 
that precluded the slightest indecision or hesitation. Distances were 
short, missile warning times were brief, and endless vigilance was ex- 
tremely vital. A moment’s hesitation in reacting to an inbound air 
threat could result in a disastrous encounter with an Iranian, Iraqi, or 
other fanatical terrorist attacker. 

The legal aspects of reflagging were also complex. The predomi- 
nant assessment by American intelligence was that intervention 
would infuriate the Iranians and possibly result in an outbreak of 
worldwide terrorist attacks against which American forces were ill de- 
fended. Many in Congress feared the gulf would erupt into unbridled 
chaos. The vast American intelligence bureaucracy was slow to accept 
that Iran might be undergoing a radical change in policy, and ana- 
lysts tended to parrot the opinions of the large number of disaffected 
Iranian exiles. 

In late July 1987 the commander of the U.S. Middle East 
Force requested naval special warfare support. Central Command 
approved and brought in forces from the newly formed Joint Spe- 
cial Operations Command, which had been established on April 
13, 1987. Six Mark II patrol boats, two SEAL platoons, and other 
Special Boat teams arrived in August. At the same time, six new 
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sound-quieted army MH-6 and AH-6 special operations helicop- 
ters with thirty-nine men were deployed. These units began to op- 
erate immediately from the helicopter decks of navy ships in support 
of the convoy operations. Later the Middle East Force converted 
two oil service barges named the Hercules and the Wimbrown VII to 
serve as mobile sea bases, avoiding the need to station men and 
equipment ashore and subject them to the threat of terrorist action. 
This arrangement also avoided practical obstacles. The Special 
Forces operated from the mobile sea platforms together with the 
conventional U.S. naval forces in an attempt to clear the convoy 
routes from covert Iranian mining and attacks by the numerous 
small Boghammer patrol craft. Each mobile sea platform housed 
150 men, 10 small boats, and 3 special helicopters, with fuel, am- 
munition, equipment, and workshops to support the operation. 
Fully operational by October 1987, the barges were donated with- 
out cost by Kuwait. Stationed between Bahrain and Kuwait and just 
off the Saudi Arabian coast in an interlocking system for convoy 
protection, they virtually ended Iranian small-boat activity in the 
northern Persian Gulf. 

A carrier battle group was stationed outside the Strait of Hormuz 
under the the U.S. Middle East Force commander. The convoying 
operation would be the first for the U.S. Navy since the early days 
of World War П. During this entire escort period fewer than half of 
the warships in the Persian Gulf were from the United States. The 
British escorted more British-flagged ships than the Americans did, 
and each of the European countries that assisted did so with a larger 
percentage of its navy than the United States used. At the height of 
the convoying campaign there were generally forty U.S. warships, 
fifteen French, ten Soviet, eight Italian, and twelve British, as well as 
assorted Belgian and Dutch minesweepers, operating within the gulf. 
During the fighting to come, the Iraqis relied primarily on airpower 
while the Iranians used a mix of ships, including two missile frigates 
and fifty Boghammer patrol boats, and occasionally aircraft—usually 
U.S. F-4s or F-14s. 

The escort operations began on July 23, 1987. A convoy of re- 
flagged ships entered the Strait of Hormuz headed north with the 
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cruiser USS Fox, the destroyer USS Kidd, and the frigate Crommelin 
escorting three empty tankers and the four-hundred-thousand-ton A/ 
Rekkah, renamed the Bridgeton. Saudi Arabia had agreed to support 
the convoy operations with Airborne Warning and Control System 
(AWACS) aircraft. As the convey passed northbound through the 
strait, it was detected and tracked by Chinese-made Iranian Silkworm 
missiles. Two U.S.-built Iranian F-4 fighter-bombers approached the 
convoy and circled at five thousand feet. The escort Kidd tracked the 
missile launchers with its missile radars, and, in accordance with 
the rules of engagement, warned them off. When the Iranian fighters 
approached within three seconds of the firing arc, they disengaged 
and withdrew. The next day the Bridgeton struck а mine? Although 
there were no casualties and the ship made it to port, the dangers 
were now evident. 

The first American-escorted convoy used Saudi minesweepers, 
Kuwaiti helicopters, and American divers to clear the channel to 
Kuwaiti waters, but Iran kept on laying new mines. The navy em- 
ployed two Kuwaiti tugs and a cable to clear mines until more 
minesweeping equipment arrived. The continuing threat of Iranian 
mines caused the U.S. Navy to deploy its own minesweeping ships. 
The Middle East Force announced that any ships caught laying 
mines in the Persian Gulf would be destroyed. The British, Dutch, 
French, Italian, and Belgian navies all sent minesweepers. 

On August 8 the new army helicopters escorted the third convoy 
of merchant ships. Iran attacked the Italian Jolly Rubino on September 
2 and shortly afterward the British Gentle Breeze. U.S. special opera- 
tions patrol boats began escort missions on September 9, and on 
September 20 intelligence reported that the Jam Аў, an Iranian 
coastal shallow-water cargo ship, was leaving Bandar Abbas heading 
south in shipping lanes where convoys were working every two or 
three days. The destroyer USS Jarrett entered the area with special op- 
erations helicopters aboard and sighted mines on the Iranian ship’s 
deck. As the Iranian crew began launching them by hand, American 
sailors watched from a silent helicopter. The next night the helicop- 
ters attacked while a platoon of SEALs from the USS Guadalcanal 
moved in and captured the boat. After boarding they found docu- 
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ments indicating where the crew had laid mines. In the brief action 
three Iranian crewmen were killed and two drowned. The navy re- 
turned the bodies to Iran with the help of Oman and the Interna- 
tional Red Cross and later sank the boat in deep water. 

After the mobile sea platforms went into operation in October 
1987, their crews quickly determined the Iranians’ pattern of activity: 
Iranian boats hid by day near oil and gas separation platforms inside 
Iranian territorial waters and by night ventured into the Middle 
Shoals near the tanker navigation aids, awaiting prey. On October 8, 
in their first action against the Iranians from their platforms, special 
operations helicopters followed by patrol craft successfully am- 
bushed the Iranian boats, sinking three. On October 16 the reflagged 
tanker Sea Isle City was struck by an Iranian Silkworm missile near the 
oil terminal outside Kuwait City, injuring seventeen crewmen and the 
American captain. Four American destroyers attacked the missile site 
and wrecked it and two oil platforms in the Rostam oil field. 

The struggle within the confined gulf waters continued, but the 
scales began gradually to tilt in the favor of the intervening allied 
forces. On April 14, 1988, approximately sixty-five miles east of 
Bahrain, the frigate USS Samuel B. Roberts struck a mine that blew a 
hole thirty by twenty-three feet in its hull; ten sailors were injured. In 
retaliation the United States attacked and sank the Iranian frigate 
Zaban and damaged a second frigate. During the battle an Iranian 
missile patrol boat from the port of Bushir launched a missile against 
the cruiser USS Wainwright. The cruiser sank the attacker. 

The American forces watched for further Iranian reactions to the 
attacks and sinkings. After a period of relative quiet in July, a grand 
crescendo to the entire conflict ended in one less-than-glorious deto- 
nation. While patrolling in the Strait of Hormuz, the American 
frigate USS Montgomery went to the aid of a freighter that had been 
attacked by Iranian gunboats. Shortly after responding, the Mont- 
gomery was suddenly engulfed in the midst of a group of thirteen 
Iranian Boghammers that had been harassing several other merchant 
ships sailing through the strait. The cruiser USS Vincennes heard the 
report of the Montgomery's encounter with the patrol boats while 
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passing through the strait en route to Bahrain. The Vincennes abruptly 
returned to the vicinity and launched her helicopter to assist the 
Montgomery. When the helicopter came in sight of the gunboats, the 
Iranians opened fire. The two American ships pursued the gunboats 
and in the ensuing melee, which took place in and out of Iranian ter- 
ritorial waters, the Vincennes’s radar suddenly detected an aircraft tak- 
ing off from an airfield in Bandar Abbas, Iran, that was used for both 
military and civilian flights. Knowing that Iranian F-14 Tomcats were 
located there, the commanding officer of the Vincennes, Captain Will 
Rogers, grew concerned and prepared to fire on the aircraft should it 
approach his ship. As the aircraft lifted off, it began to approach the 
cruiser at high speed. The Vincennes challenged the still-unidentified 
aircraft and warned it repeatedly to turn away, but, as was discovered 
later, neither the pilots nor the Iranian air controllers were tuned in to 
the same radio frequencies as the U.S. ships. As a result, the aircraft 
was never fully identified, nor did its pilots hear the American warn- 
ings. Believing that the swiftly approaching aircraft might have been 
an Iranian fighter mounting a suicide attack, Rogers stood ready to 
shoot but waited, even though still taking fire from the Iranian patrol 
boats. When the approaching aircraft was nine miles from his ship, 
he gave the order to shoot and downed the airplane with two Stan- 
dard surface-to-air missiles. 

The aircraft turned out to be a civilian Iranian Airbus en route to 
the United Arab Emirates with 290 passengers and crew; all were lost. 
American forces also damaged five of the attacking gunboats and 
struck two oil platforms in the Sirri and Sassan oil fields during the 
engagement. The shootdown was regrettable but unavoidable. How- 
ever, unfortunate as the incident was, the United States had taken 
drastic action and unintentionally had scored a major blow against 
Iran. After the very heavy and no doubt demoralizing loss, Iranian at- 
tacks against gulf shipping dropped precipitously. 

On July 18, 1988, Iran finally accepted the United Nations- 
brokered cease-fire, and on August 20 the Iran-Iraq War ended. The 
U.S. escort operations in the Persian Gulf, coupled with intervention 
by other Western countries and the Soviet Union, were successful, 
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and the cost in allied lives was relatively small. However, the shadow 
of the Iran-Iraq War would loom heavily in the minds of American 
military leaders, who would face another major test of determination 
to keep the gulf open to Western economic interests. Two years later, 
in reaction to the Iraqi invasion and occupation of Kuwait on August 
2, 1990, the Western allies found themselves enmeshed in the largest 
military operation since World War II. 


PART FOUR 


George H. W. Bush: 
Using a Big Stick 
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CHAPTER 8 


Storming Panama 


December 1989 


The U.S. military intervention in Panama in December 1989 was a 
unique departure for Americans from the long-standing cold war role 
of containing the Soviet Union. During the final months of that year 
the world had witnessed the sudden fissures rending the Iron Cur- 
tain. The Berlin Wall was down. East Germany’s leaders were losing 
confidence in the survival of their regime. With their ally imploding, 
the Soviets were losing a base from which their nineteen crack army 
divisions had been poised as the main threat against the U.S. military 
and NATO for nearly forty-five years. Elsewhere, the invasion of 
Panama came to constitute the prototype for military action that 
America would be using in the coming years: small, highly mobile 
armed forces tailored to resolve policy disputes rapidly and cleanly 
with decisive force. 

The American intervention in 1989 was precipitated by the col- 
lapse of law and order inside Panama and by genuine concern for the 
well-being and security of more than thirty-four thousand Americans 
who resided there. Unlike the events that catapulted U.S. forces to in- 
tervene in Grenada in 1983, the prelude to the Panama invasion ex- 
tended over a longer period, which permitted more careful planning 
and the honing of intervention strategies already in existence. The 
operation integrated conventional forces with the new Joint Special 
Operations Command in a single successful effort. The long period 
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of distrust between these forces was finally overcome, and this opera- 
tion would set a pattern for successful cooperation in the future. 


In 1510 Vasco Núñez de Balboa, a Spanish adventurer, landed in 
Panama and founded the first successful Spanish settlement there. 
Panama became a part of the Spanish Viceroyalty of New Grenada, 
which also included what is now Colombia. Since its independence 
from Spain, Colombia had never been able to rule Panama effec- 
tively. During the nineteenth century, Panamanians revolted more 
than fifty times against their Colombian masters. On two occasions, 
in 1855-1856 and 1885, when Panamanian rebels were close to suc- 
cess, the United States intervened militarily to protect American in- 
terests, ending the revolts. After a vicious civil war in 1899-1902 
seriously weakened Colombia, the Panamanians again prepared to re- 
volt. With assistance from the United States and a Frenchman named 
Philippe Bunau-Varilla, the Panamanians staged a successful uprising 
and gained independence in November 1903. They entrusted Bunua- 
Varilla to negotiate with the United States for the Panama Canal 
Concession. He signed a treaty that gave the United States control 
over the ten-mile-wide Panama Canal Zone as a protectorate. The 
United States would have the use in perpetuity and would occupy 
and control the Canal zone for an initial payment of $10 million and 
an annual fee of $250,000. The arrangement continued for the con- 
struction of the canal and until 1977, when President Carter negoti- 
ated the transfer of the canal to Panama in a treaty ratified in 1978 by 
the U.S. Senate. Under that treaty, by the year 2000 the United States 
would withdraw all military troops from the canal zone and transfer 
all control of the canal to Panama. 

The U.S. military involvement in Panama had intensified since 
1903 when the government sent marines to guard the railroad across 
the Isthmus of Panama. The marines remained and, when reinforced 
in 1911 by the U.S. Army's Tenth Infantry Regiment, provided secu- 
rity for the construction of the Panama Canal. The troops were sta- 
tioned in Fort Otis on the Pacific side of the isthmus. In 1915 the 
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army formed the Panama Canal Department, which was headquar- 
tered on Ancon Hill in Panama City. The headquarters was eventu- 
ally moved to Quarry Heights, where it remained until 1989. Over 
time the headquarters also came to include the U.S. Southern Com- 
mand, which was responsible for the activities of the U.S. armed 
forces working on various projects and plans in Latin America. 

During World War П more than sixty-eight thousand troops were 
stationed in Panama to defend the canal, which was of major strate- 
gic importance to the United States for its role in both commerce 
and the movement of naval forces between the Atlantic and Pacific 
Oceans. Despite intrigue and rumors of invasion by the Japanese, the 
canal remained intact, unharmed, and safely in American hands 
throughout the war. After the war, the large U.S. military presence 
was reduced; by 1959 the total had dropped to just over six thousand 
troops. Many of the bases outside the canal zone that had been used 
by the Americans during the war were returned to the government of 
Panama. By 1963 the joint Southern Command maintained an aver- 
age strength of about ten thousand troops in the entire canal zone. 
The primary mission of the headquarters was the defense of the 
canal, but it had gradually taken on the added tasks of providing se- 
curity assistance to other Central and South American countries and 
designing and running training and education programs for their mil- 
itary forces. The mission had also expanded to include interaction 
with Latin American officers intended to encourage support of U.S. 
objectives in the region, including those in the sensitive areas of 
human rights and narcotics. 

As in many small postcolonial countries, strong nationalism 
began to sprout in Panama. The Panamanian Guardia Nacional, a 
local military security force, had become the hotbed for a new Pana- 
manian political movement. The Guardia had developed a unique 
identity and autonomy from the aristocracy that had originally sup- 
plied its senior and controlling leadership. Since the end of the war, 
tensions had grown between U.S. forces and the Guardia. These 
reached crisis levels in 1964 when American soldiers fired into a 
crowd, killing twenty-eight protesters and wounding three hundred, 
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during a civil disturbance. The Guardia, having adopted a growing 
animosity toward the U.S. military presence, were suspected of hav- 
ing encouraged the riots. 

The longtime Panamanian President Arnulfo Arias was toppled 
in 1968 in a military coup led by Omar Torrijos, a popular military 
leader supported by a young and mercurial officer named Manuel 
Antonio Noriega. Noriega was aggressive and soon muscled his way 
into the leadership of the Guardia and consolidated his influence 
over all the Panamanian military and police. He had worked with 
the U.S. Army for many years as an intelligence officer and later as a 
Central Intelligence Agency source providing information against 
the Nicaraguan Sandinistas. Torrijos ran the country with a military 
junta and in 1977 successfully negotiated the turnover of the 
Panama Canal and Canal Zone by the end of the century. After Tor- 
rijos died in a plane crash in 1981, the government of Panama en- 
dured a period of dynamic struggles with the Guardia, of which 
Noriega had become commander in 1983. Noriega renamed the 
guard the Panamanian Defense Force, or PDF. Six months after he 
assumed control over the new military formation, Noriega amassed 
significant political and military power, yet always maintained a civil- 
ian representative in the political front. When the government called 
for elections in May 1983, Noriega’s PDF controlled most of the 
election apparatus, and his front man, Nicolas Ardito-Barletta, won 
the presidency handily. During this period of political intrigue the 
Reagan government was focused primarily on containing the per- 
ceived Communist threat embodied in the Sandinistas in Central 
America and viewed the de facto control by Noriega and Barletta as a 
known quantity and not a significant threat to regional stability. By 
1983 the PDF had controlled Panamanian political life for more than 
twenty years, and although it had been created as a solid institution, 
over the intervening years Noriega had transformed it into an instru- 
ment of criminal activities. 

Noriega and Barletta soon parted ways, and Noreiga began to run 
seriously afoul of U.S. interests in Panama. He became deeply in- 
volved with the illicit drug trade and formed a strong alliance with 
some of the most notorious Colombian cartel leaders, including the 
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drug lord Pablo Escobar Gaviria. Dr. Hugo Spadafora, a respected 
Panamanian politician who openly opposed Noriega, began to speak 
out publicly against his blatant drug trafficking, focusing worldwide 
attention on Panama and its shadow dictator. When Spadafora was 
found brutally murdered, the event triggered a long and complex 
power struggle culminating with Noriega’s emergence as de facto dic- 
tator. Over time his conduct grew more and more distasteful, and 
eventually he unleashed an anti-American movement reminiscent of 
the 1964 period: Demonstrations and open harassment of American 
citizens reached an alarming level. As the situation in Panama deteri- 
orated and one failed coup attempt followed another, U.S. Army 
General Maxwell Thurman, the commander of the Southern Com- 
mand, began to update plans for intervention. He picked U.S. Army 
General Kurt Stiner, commander of the Eighteenth Airborne Corps, 
to lead a strong Joint Task Force and directed him to prepare a plan 
for possible intervention in Panama that could take place anytime 
prior to the turnover of the canal in 2000. 


The mission to unseat the Noriega regime was unique among other 
recent American interventions. More than thirty-four thousand U.S. 
citizens resided in Panama, and the United States had many large 
military bases inside the canal zone and combat units already on the 
scene. The U.S. military had also enjoyed a long-standing relation- 
ship with Noriega’s PDF: Many PDF soldiers had attended American 
military schools, and many Americans had been involved in the 
training and equipping of the Panamanian military. 

The proposed intervention in Panama was designed to achieve 
three vigorous objectives: to protect Americans and property; to cap- 
ture Noriega, who had already been indicted in the United States as a 
drug dealer, and deliver him to legal authorities; and to immobilize 
the PDF. 

More than a year earlier, on February 4, 1988, the U.S. attorney 
general had obtained from a grand jury in Tampa, Florida, an indict- 
ment naming the PDF as a criminal enterprise and Manuel Antonio 
Noriega specifically as a defendant. By April 1988 the Reagan ad- 
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ministration had also imposed economic sanctions in an effort to 
create public pressure on Noriega. The sanctions succeeded in dam- 
aging the economic lot of ordinary Panamanians, but Noriega was 
unmoved by their suffering. With a U.S. federal indictment over his 
head, he was not about to leave office to face trial in the United 
States. Probably inadvertently, the U.S. government thus raised the 
stakes and reduced its options in Panama to one: the use of military 
force.! 

The idea that the United States would take the drastic action of 
mounting a full-scale invasion of a country to capture its leader, 
however illegally he had come to power, may in retrospect seem ab- 
surd. However, after a series of attempted coups by disgruntled 
Panamanian military officers, President George H. W. Bush decided 
it was time to act. Noriega's indictment in Florida for drug offenses 
rendered intervention more palatable to those who might otherwise 
be opposed outright to the action; the report that Noriega was plan- 
ning urban guerrilla attacks against Americans in Panama further 
justified taking decisive action. As the situation deteriorated and real 
concern for the safety of Americans in Panama increased, President 
Bush quietly took action. He ordered nineteen hundred army troops 
and marines sent to Panama as a show of force. He then sent the 
U.S. Army Delta Detachment and U.S. Navy SEAL Team Six, both 
antiterrorist units, into the area to be in place to respond to anti- 
American actions by the local Panamanian forces. The Southern 
Command began moving convoys throughout Panama in a deliber- 
ate show of force and to exercise U.S. rights under the Panama Canal 
Treaty. 

The secondary objectives were to replace Noriega's ruling clique 
with a democratically elected government. Finally, the last phase was 
to reconstruct the PDF with a viable and acceptable leadership. In 
May 1989, despite the presence of a group of international monitors, 
Noriega, who had a long history of opposing free elections, had sim- 
ply terminated the election when it appeared that the opposition had 
won more than 75 percent of the vote. Noriega ordered his forces to 
harass and beat the opposing candidates and finally declared himself 
the winner. 
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General Stiner’s plan called for attacking seventeen objectives si- 
multaneously. The forces intended for the intervention relied heavily 
on the troops already in the country who were experts on Panaman- 
ian geography and society. They included the U.S. Army 193d Light 
Infantry Brigade, a battalion of mechanized infantry from the Fifth 
Infantry Division, a platoon of Sheridan light tanks, and two compa- 
nies of marines. Reinforcements to be flown in during the interven- 
tion included three battalions of the Seventy-fifth Ranger Regiment, 
the entire Eighty-second Airborne Division, a battalion of the Sev- 
enth Infantry Division, and a brigade of Military Police. Additional 
forces from the Joint Special Operations Command would include 
two SEAL teams and two units from the Seventh Special Forces 
Group. Air transport, tactical fighters, bombers, gunships, and heli- 
copters would support the forces under the command of U.S. Air 
Forces Panama. An extraordinary number of aircraft would partici- 
pate in the assault flying in an extremely high-density environment at 
night without running lights. The bulk of them would be ferrying 
troops for landing and parachute drops without radar. General Thur- 
man’s planners devised a complex airspace control plan in which 
fixed-wing aircraft, helicopters, and missiles and projectiles were 
given different designated altitudes during entry and exit routes. This 
would be one of the most high-density air operations in the history 
of the American military, and there would be little room for mis- 
takes. 

The Delta and SEAL commandos were poised to respond forcibly 
in case the PDF took any action to block or in any way harass the 
convoys, or, in the worst case, take Americans hostage. The previous 
decade had witnessed the proliferation elsewhere of brutal terrorist 
acts and kidnappings often aimed at the United States. President 
Bush was intent on preventing such actions on America’s own 
doorstep. Bush had occupied senior government positions during 
most of the military engagements since the Mayaguez seizure, when 
he was an envoy in China. During the Beirut intervention and 
Grenada invasion he was vice president. He had a strong sense that 
America should apply swift retribution in such situations, and a group 
of senior defense and national security advisers shared his readiness. 
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Reagan’s use of force in the past decade, sometimes less than a model 
of precision and efficiency, had succeeded in honing the military 
into an experienced and aggressive force consisting of a highly moti- 
vated and mobile light infantry and an effective conventional heavy 
armored and mechanized infantry. Bush’s commitment of these revi- 
talized units in Panama and later in the Persian Gulf would restore 
the dignity and pride of the U.S. armed forces. 

The American invasion of Panama was unusually delicate and 
complex, but its execution finally showed that the American armed 
forces were incorporating all the lessons learned in the short but vi- 
cious interventions since the end of the Vietnam War. The concept 
was straightforward. A single commander on the ground would use 
overwhelming force and employ conventional and special operations 
troops to the full extent of their capabilities. The one lesson seared 
into the minds of all military commanders was the nearly impossible 
task of mounting a significant military force without having the fact 
trumpeted widely in the headlines of every American newspaper and 
on TV news programs. America’s military actions had become a vic- 
tim of its own free press. Unlike the experience in Grenada, the inva- 
sion of Panama would commence in total darkness to ensure that 
surprise was not compromised; it was not easy. 


As the political situation in Panama deteriorated, final planning began 
for a military operation. The new chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, U.S. Army General Colin Powell, had his own criteria for com- 
mitting American troops to action, and once those standards had 
been met, he would not hesitate to use decisive force. Powell’s experi- 
ence on the National Security staff during the Reagan years had pro- 
vided him with a superb background for taking the post as America’s 
senior fighting man. With him at the helm, America could once again 
field the world’s best-trained and -equipped fighting men with a new 
purpose and, above all, a clear understanding of the mission. 

The immediate trigger for initiating action in Panama was the rapid 
increase in the harassment of American residents, including the 
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wounding of one marine and the detention of a naval officer and the 
molestation of his wife by the PDF, which culminated in the shooting 
death of another marine, Lieutenant Robert Paz, on December 16, 
1989. This series of incidents by the Panamanian military police and 
members of Panama’s Dignity Battalions, essentially bands of thugs 
granted policing authority, brought the situation to a head. When 
Noriega was suddenly named supreme head of state by the Panaman- 
ian government, he declared that an open state of war existed with the 
United States. The wheels began to turn for a forceful U.S. takeover. 

The plan called for augmenting the U.S. troops already in 
Panama, which had been quietly reinforced to a total of thirteen 
thousand over the weeks during the buildup of tensions. The Eighty- 
second Airborne Division, additional units from the Seventh In- 
fantry Division, and Special Forces would also be brought in. A U.S. 
Marine company already in place in Panama was poised to take and 
hold the Bridge of the Americas over the Panama Canal. Special op- 
erations troops would track down and seize General Noriega, and the 
Delta Force would assault the Modelo Prison in Panama City to free 
Kurt Muse, a radio broadcaster who had been arrested and jailed 
there. Muse, a forty-year-old American citizen from Washington, 
D.C., who had been raised in Panama, had become disenchanted 
with the lack of freedom and poor human rights record of the regime 
and had begun a series of antigovernment radio broadcasts in 
Panama City called the Civic Crusade. Noriega had accused Muse of 
operating an underground propaganda radio station that had assisted 
his opposition during the election. Muse had been arrested and 
charged with crimes against security and of being an agent of the 
Central Intelligence Agency. 

The U.S. takeover operation was set for 1:00 A.M. on December 
20, 1989. The air force had assembled an armada of 285 aircraft for 
transporting the troops from the United States mainland and refuel- 
ing the carriers en route. The new F-117 Stealth bomber made its 
combat debut by dropping two large bombs near a Panamanian bar- 
racks to intimidate and stun, not to hit, Noriega's troops as the oper- 
ation's opening blow, and they were precisely on target. Before the 
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main assault more than one thousand special operations troops from 
all three services went into action against airports and key media and 
transportation sites. 

Operation Just Cause was the first American military intervention 
to completely integrate conventional and special operations forces. 
Troopers from the line infantry units, such as the Panama-based 193d 
Infantry Brigade and the Fifth Infantry Division, went into combat si- 
multaneously with special operations forces, each understanding the 
other’s mission. When the first troops of the 193d swept out of their 
barracks after midnight on the day of the intervention, they went into 
action with members of the elite Delta Force. Armored personnel 
carriers of the Fifth Infantry Division ferried the Delta commandos 
into the heart of town, while the 193d Brigade and Fifth Division 
stormed Noriega’s headquarters, the Comandancia. 

The airborne assault consisted of two Ranger battalions parachut- 
ing from five hundred feet onto the Rio Hato Airfield to the south of 
Panama City. A third Ranger battalion dropped and secured Tocu- 
men Airport to the east of Panama City. One battalion of the Eighty- 
second Airborne Division and the Seventh Infantry Division landed 
from helicopters on Fort Sherman on the north Atlantic side near 
Colón. The 193d Infantry Brigade, together with the Sixth Mecha- 
nized Battalion of the Fifth Infantry Division, a Sheridan tank pla- 
toon from the Eighty-second Airborne, and assorted Military Police 
units permanently stationed in Panama, attacked multiple targets in 
and around Panama City. One battalion of the Seventh Infantry and 
one battalion of the Eighty-second Airborne attacked Renacer Prison 
to free the political prisoners jailed there after the October 3 anti- 
Noriega coup. One marine rifle company and a light armored in- 
fantry company secured the Bridge of the Americas across the canal 
and Howard Air Force Base. The remainder of the Eighty-second Air- 
borne arrived as reinforcements with the Sixteenth Military Police 
Battalion at Tocumen Airport after its capture by the Ranger battal- 
ion. The SEALs assaulted and blocked Paitilla Airfield, where Nor- 
lega kept a private Learjet. 

The first-wave parachute drop of the Eighty-second Airborne 
began at Tocumen Airport at 2:11 A.M., twenty-five minutes later 
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than planned. Icy weather had delayed the takeoff from Pope Air 
Force Base at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. The second wave arrived at 
3:30 and the third at 4:30, both on time. They dropped without casu- 
alties from five hundred feet. The airborne troops achieved their ob- 
jective even though 50 percent of their heavy equipment dropped by 
parachute, including tanks and other vehicles, landed in ten-foot- 
high elephant grass or in a swamp and was unusable. 

Delta Force and other Special Forces teams went after Noriega, 
and one Delta unit forced its way into Modelo Prison to rescue Kurt 
Muse in an M-113 armored personnel carrier driven by members of 
B Company, Fourth Battalion, Sixth Infantry Regiment, Fifth In- 
fantry Division. They easily freed Muse from the cell and planned to 
escape via the roof in an AH-6 Little Bird helicopter, but the helicop- 
ter was shot down and fell into the street below. A second armored 
personnel carrier rescued them. A SEAL team destroyed the high- 
speed naval patrol boats moored near Fort Amador in Balboa Harbor 
to prevent their use by Noriega to escape and to silence their large 
cannons. The SEALs swam in and placed explosive charges on their 
propeller shafts and blew them up at 1:00 A.M. in a spectacular explo- 
sion that rocked the downtown Panama City area. 

A six-man team from the Central Intelligence Agency and the Na- 
tional Security Agency had set up a twenty-four-hour watch to follow 
the daily activity and movements of Noriega. The team reported di- 
rectly to General Thurman in Panama. They successfully tracked 
General Noriega until 6:00 р.м. December 19, the day before the at- 
tack. He departed from Colon, on the Atlantic side of the canal, then 
went underground and disappeared. The Delta Force commandos 
raided all of Noriega’s hideouts and villas on the night of the inva- 
sion but missed him by mere minutes. Noriega was a master at de- 
ception and apparently threw off the tracking team by transmitting 
decoy messages. When traveling, he would split his convoy, with one 
part heading off in one direction while the other took a different way. 
Although Noriega evaded the special operations forces for almost 
five days, moving an average of five times per night, his flight kept 
him from personally coordinating the PDF in reaction to the inva- 
sion. On December 24, four days after the invasion began, he turned 
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himself in to the papal nunciature, or Vatican embassy, wearing run- 
ning shorts and a T-shirt and carrying two AK-47s over his shoulders. 
Special Forces had mounted more than forty operations, in an at- 
tempt to catch him. At times they were within twenty minutes of his 
last position, even once bursting into a hideout to find his coffee 
warm and cigarettes still burning. 

The Rangers parachuted successfully onto Rio Hato Airfield and 
the SEALs attacked Paitilla Airport while the Eighty-second Airborne 
dropped onto Torrijos International Airport. The smooth flow of the 
action, exactly as it was planned, was spoiled only by the frustrating 
failure to apprehend Noriega himself. The SEALs lost four men and 
thirteen were wounded during their assault on the airfield where Nor- 
iega kept his escape aircraft. A communications misunderstanding 
and a lucky burst of automatic weapons fire by a single PDF guard 
disrupted an almost perfect operation. This time the successful use 
of night landing and parachute drops had caught the enemy unable 
to respond, even though they were expecting some kind of attack. 

One factor that contributed to the operation’s success was the 
overwhelming support of the local population, who were grateful to 
be out from under the repressive control of Noriega and his PDF. Al- 
though there was a great deal of damage in the urban areas, large 
numbers of Panamanian troops surrendered when called on the tele- 
phone by U.S. Army psychological warfare propaganda teams. Most 
officers fled as soon as the U.S. forces began their assaults, leaving 
their men to fight alone. Although some resistance was fierce at the 
Comandancia, most attacks overwhelmed the resistance after brief ex- 
changes of fire. The total special operation forces committed, includ- 
ing Delta, navy SEALs, Army Special Forces, Rangers, and air force 
Special Forces, reached 4,150. Eleven men of the Special Forces were 
killed. Of the remaining twenty-three thousand soldiers, twelve were 
killed. A total of 23 Americans soldiers and 3 civilians died, and 324 
were wounded in the action. At least 314 Panamanian troops were 
killed and about 300 civilians died. 

The invasion of Panama not only demonstrated U.S. resolve to 
pursue policy using military intervention but also reinforced the 
long-standing American efforts at containing Communist-inspired 
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insurgency in Central America. Three months after the Panama inva- 
sion the Communist-supported Sandinista Party in Nicaragua was 
ejected from power at the ballot box, a remarkable event given the na- 
ture of the protracted struggle. While many Latin Americans under- 
standably opposed U.S. intervention anywhere in the region, many 
leaders of the area quietly expressed satisfaction that Noriega was no 
longer in power. In a CBS News poll, 92 percent of Panamanian citi- 
zens supported the American intervention. As the New Year dawned, 
Noriega left Panama in custody and in disgrace, and America’s sup- 
port for its military reached a new post-Vietnam high. 


CHAPTER 9 
The Gulf War: Desert Shield 


1958-199] 


Not since the Grand Alliance of World War II has the modern world 
witnessed as full an array of allied democracies, assorted kingdoms, 
and principalities as the Americans amassed against Iraq in 1991. The 
impressive host of allies, all with widely divergent ideologies, pulled 
together painstakingly by President George H. W. Bush and the royal 
family of Saudi Arabia in the months following the invasion of 
Kuwait in August 1990, is not likely to be duplicated again. Today the 
polarization in the Middle East has split traditional allies so much 
that America's 2003 move against Iraq found fewer participants. 

In 1988 Iraq had emerged more or less the winner from the bloody 
eight-year war with Iran, but its victory had been costly. Iraq had suf- 
fered roughly 350,000 casualties, and an additional 60,000 Iraqis had 
been taken prisoner by Iran. The Iraqi army, one of the world's 
largest, still had more than a million men in uniform and maintained 
a significant air force with modern equipment, including the French 
F-1, Soviet MiG-29s, and Soviet Su-24 fighter-bombers. Iraq pos- 
sessed an extended-range surface-to-surface missile capability and a 
fondness for using it indiscriminately. The missile threat was limited 
to a crude Soviet-built system called the Scud, enhanced with a 
known arsenal of chemical weapons that Iraq had proved ruthless 
enough to employ in combat during the war against Iran. The Iraqi 
ground army, the largest in the Persian Gulf, was a considerable force, 
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including the elite Republican Guard, the regular army, and the Pop- 
ular Army, with five thousand main battle tanks, five thousand ar- 
mored infantry vehicles, and three thousand artillery pieces larger 
than 100mm. 

Iraq was $90 billion in debt after its war with Iran. Its leader, Sad- 
dam Hussein, was bitter against his neighbors Kuwait and the United 
Arab Emirates for compounding Iraq’s debt by exceeding oil quotas 
set by the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) 
and thereby driving down the price of oil. Hussein also believed that 
Kuwait had cheated him of billions more in oil revenues by siphon- 
ing off more than $2.5 billion in oil from the shared Rumaila fields, 
which straddled the border between the countries. On February 23, 
1990, during a meeting in Amman, Jordan, of the Arab Cooperation 
Council, which Egypt, North Yemen, Jordan, and Iraq had formed in 
February 1989 to create a unified bloc to resist Iranian hegemony, 
and again at an Arab summit in Baghdad, the Iraqi leader sought to 
gather support by accusing the United States of trying to dominate 
the Persian Gulf by supporting Israel. To oppose the United States 
and Israel, he called for a united Arab front and openly castigated 
Kuwait’s Emir Jaber al-Ahmad al-Sabah for his stance on OPEC oil 
prices and quotas. Hussein also appeared to have already decided to 
move to seize Kuwait and to expand his coastline from 37 to 225 
miles, gaining a major deepwater port in the process. The Iraqi leader 
had hinted earlier at his plans to isolate Kuwait by buying off other 
Arabs. Hussein offered Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak a part in a 
military coalition consisting of Iraq, Syria, Egypt, and Jordan, which 
would take over and divide up Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, awarding 
Egypt $5 million in spoils. Mubarak declined.! At the same time 
Hussein offered to give Jordan and Yemen portions of Saudi Arabia 
after he carved it up. 

In early July 1990 Iraq began to deploy three divisions close to the 
Kuwaiti border. The world watched and wondered: Was Hussein up 
to his usual posturing, or was he preparing to strike? His behavior 
had been erratic over the years, and he was growing more and more 
unpredictable. He had surprised many analysts earlier when he un- 
leashed chemical weapons against Iranian units on the front and 
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again on his own people in the northern areas where Kurds had risen 
in defiance of his rule. When Hussein gave an address in Baghdad on 
July 17 in which he accused Kuwait and others of cheating Iraq out 
of oil revenues and of occupying Iraqi territory, his Republican 
Guard divisions were already poised on the border just north of 
Kuwait. By July 21 Hussein had more than three thousand military 
vehicles on the road heading toward the Kuwaiti border. 

On August 1, when Kuwaiti and Iraqi leaders were discussing the 
issues again, in a last effort at reconciliation in Jidda, eight Republi- 
can Guard divisions—two armored, one mechanized, one special 
forces, and four infantry—were already positioned between the town 
of Basra on the Euphrates River and the Kuwaiti border. A total of 
140,000 troops supported by fifteen hundred tanks and air force as- 
sets were ready to cross into Kuwait. U.S. intelligence had detected 
these movements, and the president was well aware of the proximity 
of these forces to the Kuwaiti border. Some analysts saw it as a bluff; 
others surmised that the deployments meant certain invasion. Al- 
though no one could predict Iraq’s true intentions, the obvious de- 
ployments, difficult to mask in open desert terrain, triggered a 
reaction by senior American commanders in Tampa, Florida, at Cen- 
tral Command, which was responsible for American military forces 
in the Persian Gulf area. The command dusted off existing plans for 
responding to a crisis in that theater? General Colin Powell, the 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, directed General H. Norman 
Schwarzkopf, the commander in chief of Central Command, to up- 
date existing contingency plans for retaliation against Iraq and the 
defense of Kuwait or, worse, Saudi Arabia, home of 25 percent of the 
world's oil reserves. In June and July of 1990 the U.S. Central Com- 
mand had run a complex war game with Iraq as the assumed enemy. 
The exercise had led the army to conclude that it would need more 
than four divisions of U.S. ground troops to defend against Iraq. 

An early version of Operation Desert Shield grew out of the exer- 
cise and later evolved into the complex plan used to defend Saudi 
Arabia and other friendly Gulf States from attack by the Iraqi army. 
America's posture at the time was one of guarded concern. The 
United States had been hearing from many Arabs that Saddam 
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Hussein was just saber rattling and would do no more than threaten, 
while the Israeli government reported that it anticipated the worst: a 
full-scale attack against Kuwait. 

On August 2, 1990, Iraqi forces attacked on a broad front and 
took Kuwait with little effort. The invading forces murdered and tor- 
tured many citizens and burned the Dasman Palace of the emir, who 
fled to neighboring Saudi Arabia. The closest American forces at the 
time were the Middle East naval force in the Persian Gulf and four 
military cargo ships moored in Diego Garcia, the island base in the 
central Indian Ocean. 

The United Nations quickly provided legitimacy for the forma- 
tion of a coalition of nations opposing Iraq. On August 2 the United 
Nations Security Council unanimously passed a resolution (with 
Yemen abstaining) condemning the invasion of Kuwait as a violation 
of the UN Charter and demanded that Iraq withdraw. Four days later 
the Security Council passed Resolution 661, which imposed a trade 
and financial embargo on Iraq and established a special sanctions 
committee. Only Cuba and Yemen abstained. 

President Bush authorized the deployment of 150,000 U.S. troops 
into the area on August 6. The next day Central Command began the 
military movements, and Bush acted in the political realm. He faced 
the immediate problems of forming a coalition of allies to oppose 
Iraq and freeze all its assets abroad, restraining Israel from taking re- 
taliatory action, and gaining the support of a Soviet Union preoccu- 
pied with its own disintegration. President Bush quickly summarized 
America’s interests: preserving oil supplies, containing Iraq’s program 
to develop nuclear weapons, supporting the security of Israel, and 
maintaining the credibility of America as the sole remaining world 
military power. Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney and General 
Powell met with Prince Bandar Bin Sultan, Saudi Arabia’s ambassa- 
dor in Washington. In that meeting the two Americans assured the 
Saudis that they had a contingency proposal for protecting the king- 
dom against Iraq, a plan to deploy one U.S. brigade, an air wing, and 
a carrier battle force immediately if needed. The prince immediately 
approved of the plan, which became the beginning of Desert Shield, 
a much revised and beefed-up scheme to defend Saudi Arabia. The 
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president and many of his advisers were convinced that Saddam Hus- 
sein planned to invade Saudi Arabia before the United States could 
deploy enough troops for a meaningful defense. President Bush de- 
clared that for Hussein to attack Saudi Arabia, he would have to at- 
tack U.S. forces, and the president deployed the first American 
troops and aircraft to the area to form a “trip-wire force.” 

The United States quickly sent the 2,300-man alert brigade of the 
Eighty-second Airborne Division from Fort Bragg, North Carolina, 
which would be protected by two aircraft carriers and air force F-15 
fighter-bombers already en route. A 16,500-man Marine Amphibious 
Brigade immediately began moving to the area from the U.S. East 
Coast; its heavy armor was already in the theater aboard the large 
prepositioning cargo ships. These troops would be followed by 
19,000 more from the 101st Air Mobile Division tank killers and an 
advance brigade of 12,000 soldiers from the Twenty-fourth Mecha- 
nized Infantry Division, a heavily armored force trained in desert 
warfare, all coming from bases in the United States. Special opera- 
tions forces from Central Command deployed to Riyadh, Saudi Ara- 
bia, on August 10 and established a base at King Fahd International 
Airport. The Fifth Special Forces Group deployed two battalions to 
King Khalid Military City, while army aviation helicopters from the 
160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment joined them. These ini- 
tial units were used to form the first line of defense, or trip wire, to 
sound the alarm should Iraqi forces move into Saudi Arabia before 
more American and coalition forces were in place fully to defend 
that country. 

Meanwhile, in a press conference on November 8, President Bush 
outlined the national objective of the American response: the com- 
plete and unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi forces from Kuwait; 
restoration of Kuwait's legitimate government; the security and sta- 
bility of Saudi Arabia and the Persian Gulf; the safety and protec- 
tion of the lives of American citizens abroad. When American 
defense leaders first met with the leaders of Saudi Arabia, they 
reached agreement very quickly on the terms for victory over Iraq, 
but they signed no agreements or treaties and exchanged no written 
agreements. Secretary of Defense Cheney merely said that America 
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would come if asked and would leave when asked to depart. The 
quest began for ways to cobble together a coalition. Each state to join 
had its own interests for doing so, of course, and fifty nations con- 
tributed in some fashion to the coalition. Thirty-eight of them de- 
ployed military forces, together contributing more than 200,000 
troops, 60 warships, 750 aircraft, and 1,200 tanks. The participants 
came from all parts of the world, including Arab and Islamic states. 
Others donated financially, contributing billions of dollars in cash to 
the United States and billions in economic aid to the countries most 
touched by the crisis. Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates 
agreed to pay a good part of the costs of the American intervention. 
Still other nations provided valuable in-kind support, such as con- 
struction equipment, heavy vehicle transporters, chemical-detection 
vehicles, food, fuel, water, and air and sea transport. The man picked 
to lead the American and coalition troops could not have been more 
perfectly suited for the job. General Norman Schwarzkopf was a 
proven product of America's military schools, a graduate of Valley 
Forge Military Academy in Pennsylvania and the U.S. Military Acad- 
emy at West Point, who from travels with his father was well ac- 
quainted with the gulf region and its people. 

At the time Iraq invaded, there were three thousand Americans 
citizens living in Kuwait, making the protection of Americans a real 
issue. Within one week after their invasion, Iraqi forces rounded up 
and detained most westerners and Japanese nationals in Kuwait. A 
few managed to escape or go into hiding. Taken to hotels in Kuwait 
City or to Baghdad, the detainees were permitted to contact their re- 
spective embassies, but the threat of the Iraqis’ using them as 
hostages was for a while a real concern. 

The European allies all responded with determination. The British 
prime minister, Margaret Thatcher, immediately froze all Iraqi and 
Kuwaiti assets. Britain deployed warships to augment its single ship 
already on station in the gulf. France ordered ships to reinforce its 
two already in the gulf, and President François Mitterrand an- 
nounced his intention to commit ground units and advisers to Saudi 
Arabia. Italy, Spain, and Germany approved the use of their bases by 
American forces. Canada also dispatched three ships to the gulf. In 
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an unusual show of unity all the Eastern European countries that 
were Iraq’s creditors complied with the economic sanctions, thereby 
forfeiting substantial funds. Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Bul- 
garia, and Yugoslavia all granted overflight rights to the allies, while 
Hungary and Czechoslovakia contributed humanitarian assistance. 

Turkey played a vital role throughout the crisis. It shut down the 
Iraqi pipeline that had been pumping 50 percent of Iraq’s oil exports 
to the Mediterranean port of Ceyhan. Turkey also deployed air force 
fighters and more than fifty thousand troops to its border with Iraq, a 
move that forced Iraq to retain a sizable force on the northern bor- 
der, away from the anticipated ground fight against the coalition 
forces. The allies were authorized to station forces at Turkish bases. 

The Soviet Union, then in its last confused months of existence, 
was not a member of the coalition but called for Iraqi withdrawal 
from Kuwait and declared the invasion to be an action detrimental to 
stability in the Middle East. President Bush was able to persuade the 
Soviet Union to denounce Iraq and to cut off weapons supplies, a 
feat that would have been impossible during the Reagan administra- 
tion. More important, the Soviet Union supported all the UN Secu- 
rity Council resolutions against Iraq. | 

Within the region, the Gulf Cooperation Council also reacted 
quickly. This consultative defense grouping formed in 1981 during 
the Iran-Iraq War consisted of Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman, and Kuwait, and represented those 
countries most threatened by their proximity to Iraqi forces. After 
the Kuwaiti ambassador to the United States requested American 
military assistance, the other council states also committed troops 
and logistic support to the alliance and began sending in their forces 
in early September. 

Egypt reacted quickly by condemning the invasion. President 
Mubarak regarded Iraq’s attack as a direct breach of faith, since Sad- 
dam Hussein had personally promised Mubarak in July not to use 
force to settle his dispute with Kuwait. Thus Egypt, the most power- 
ful member of the Arab Cooperation Council, became the leader of 
the Arab/Islamic contingent opposing Iraq, dispatching more than 
two heavy divisions to Saudi Arabia. Cairo also became the leading 
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home for Kuwaiti exiles who had escaped during the invasion. 
Kuwaiti radio, television, and newspapers relocated to Cairo and 
continued to report to citizens at home on the progress of the crisis. 

Syria also condemned the invasion, spoke out publicly in support 
of the Kuwaiti royal family, and deployed two army divisions to its 
undefended border with Iraq. In mid-August, at Saudi Arabia’s re- 
quest, Syria dispatched a special forces regiment to help shore up 
Saudi Arabia’s defenses, and by October Syria had sent a full ar- 
mored division. Morocco’s King Hassan also sent troops to defend 
Saudi Arabia. While the other states of North Africa—Libya, Tunisia, 
and Mauritania—did not support Iraq’s invasion, they did not join 
the coalition and from time to time spoke out against foreign inter- 
vention in general. 

Iran condemned the invasion but immediately declared itself neu- 
tral. Iran supported the UN responses against Iraq but was openly 
opposed to the presence of American military forces in the region, 
claiming that the United States was using the situation to establish 
permanent bases. In a move that made the coalition forces nervous, 
Saddam Hussein gave up much of the territory he had occupied on 
the Iranian border during the eight-year war. The coalition worried 
that Iraq was seeking a way around sanctions by using Iranian ports 
to funnel weapons and supplies into Iraq. However, throughout the 
crisis period, the only significant contraband known to have passed 
through on the ground from Iran to Iraq was smuggled food prod- 
ucts. During the period, and until the end of the Gulf War, the Iraqis 
moved more than 130 military and civilian aircraft to Iran, where 
they were impounded. 

Jordan remained loyal to Iraq primarily from economic necessity. 
The sole port left open for Iraq was the Jordanian Red Sea port of Al- 
Aqabah, which Jordan allowed Iraq to use for arms imports in return 
for low-priced Iraqi oil. This port was closely monitored by the coali- 
tion, whose maritime interdiction effort mostly sealed its use, al- 
though some smuggling continued. The PLO, Yemen, and Sudan 
were vocal supporters of Iraq throughout the crisis, although they 
contributed no serious military assistance. 

At the time of the invasion, a critical issue at hand for American 


The Gulf War: Desert Shield 135 


military leaders was what size U.S. force to commit to the defense of 
Saudi Arabia. They recognized that it would take months to move 
enough troops into the area to confront Hussein on the ground with- 
out suffering inordinately high casualties in a protracted standoff. 
More than a few naval ships showing the flag would be necessary to 
dislodge the Iraqis from Kuwait. Defense experts feared that the 
United States might sustain heavy casualties in containing Hussein, 
but in a show of support for the Arab allies decided to deploy mas- 
sive air, naval, and ground forces to the area to do the job. Although 
President Bush realized it might take a war to eject Hussein from 
Kuwait, he continued to seek diplomatic and economic sanctions 
while steadily building up American forces in the area. 

In the weeks after the invasion of Kuwait, the allies’ most urgent 
objective issue was to place some nominal forces on the ground in 
support of the Saudi Arabian forces, to show that determined sup- 
port would be forthcoming. Until then, there existed a “window of 
vulnerability” during which an Iraqi attack would have a good chance 
of succeeding. Iraq already had eleven divisions inside Kuwait before 
the initial U.S. ground forces began to arrive in the area, and Iraqi re- 
inforcements continued to pour into Kuwait. According to American 
military planners, the United States would require seventeen weeks to 
have sufficient ground forces in place to deter Iraq from attacking 
Saudi Arabia. While the Saudi ground forces had set up along a thin 
defensive line, the first American ground troops would be spread out 
among several locations to defend entry-point facilities for American 
and other coalition forces. 

The first American units, consisting of the light infantry of the 
Eighty-second Airborne Division, landed on August 9 and immedi- 
ately prepared to defend ports and airfields on the gulf coast at Al- 
Jubayl and Dhahran, along the primary corridor the Iraqi forces were 
expected to use if they attacked; thus, the Iraqis would be forced to 
confront U.S. forces soon after they began any invasion. These light 
forces would be supported by tactical aircraft from USS Ezsenbower 
and USS Independence, the two navy aircraft carriers on the scene 
shortly after [гад invaded Kuwait. 

The gargantuan repositioning of ships containing equipment for 
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the Marine Expeditionary Forces began as the ships sailed from 
Diego Garcia and Guam, where they had been stationed for such 
contingencies. U.S. Air Force fighters and the advance brigade of the 
Eighty-second Airborne were the first to arrive in Saudi Arabia. The 
two carrier battle groups, each with more than one hundred combat 
aircraft, and ten other navy surface ships had been ordered into the 
area on August 2. The Middle East naval force was already on sta- 
tion, patrolling actively as part of the Maritime Intercept Operation 
to enforce the UN-ordered embargo against Iraq. Within several days 
air force F-15C fighter aircraft from the First Tactical Fighter Wing ar- 
rived in Saudi Arabia from Langley Air Force Base in Virginia. These 
aircraft had flown nonstop with multiple air-to-air refuelings and 
began to patrol over the Saudi Arabian border areas as soon as they 
arrived. They had very little ammunition in place. 

On August 11 B-52G bombers with full weapons loads arrived at 
air bases within striking range of Iraq and were placed on alert. On 
August 12 the 101st Airborne Division, an air-assault unit with its 
own integral lift helicopters and antitank weapons, began to deploy 
from Fort Campbell in Kentucky. By August 13 two brigades of the 
Eighty-second Airborne were in defensive perimeters around the air 
base in Dhahran. The next day the Seventh Marine Expeditionary 
Brigade began unloading at Al-Jubayl. This marine brigade was a 
combined-arms force with armor, helicopters, and fixed-wing attack 
aircraft. During these deployments, Iraq’s ground forces moved 
closer to the Saudi border, and its air force was flying brief incursions 
in and out of Saudi airspace to test the resolve of the defenders. Pres- 
ident Bush ordered a complete naval blockade around Iraq and 
Kuwait as a way to enforce the UN sanctions. At this point in the de- 
ployment, the allies tested the Iraqis to see if they would fight. When 
the first U.S. Navy patrols stopped Iraqi ships it was a tense moment, 
but Hussein hesitated and did not attack. 

The main U.S. objective at the time was to get the full-strength 
Twenty-fourth Mechanized Division into the theater as soon as possi- 
ble; its 216 Abrams MIAI tanks were superior to the Soviet-built 
Iraqi tanks. While the original plan called for 120 days to deliver all 
of the Twenty-fourth Mechanized’s cargo, the sea-lift command com- 
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pleted the task in just 95 days. General Schwarzkopf then asked that 
all available antitank units be poured into the area as soon as possi- 
ble. Air force fighters, A-10 ground-support aircraft, Apache helicop- 
ters, and Hellfire antitank missiles were rushed in to protect the 
growing number of troops arriving each day. The general also ob- 
tained more Patriot antiaircraft missiles to defend against the Iraqi air 
force's Soviet-built Scud missiles. 

Before the Grenada and Panama incursions, which had required 
secrecy, the media had been purposely kept in the dark, but now the 
Pentagon made daily announcements listing the units being de- 
ployed. Since Iraq had virtually no strategic or tactical reconnais- 
sance capability, it was easy to mask the slowness of the deployments. 
Camera crews from all major news companies were invited to broad- 
cast the arrivals of the giant C-5 and C-141 transports at Saudi air- 
fields to emphasize the size and speed of the American buildup. 
Televised news of the massive movement of men and machines en- 
hanced the psychological message aimed at Iraq and the world: The 
military power amassed by America and the coalition in the gulf area 
was formidable. 

Desert Shield was more demanding logistically and larger than 
any other operation in military history, including the Normandy 
landings in 1944. The distances were greater, the cargoes were bigger, 
and there had been little time to prepare. By the end of August, three 
hundred cargo missions a day were arriving in the Persian Gulf. By 
the first of September the United States had already shuttled in 
seventy-two thousand troops and one hundred thousand tons of 
cargo. Within three weeks of the approval to deploy on August 6, the 
U.S. Central Command had in place a total force of seven brigades 
of ground troops, three carrier battle groups, fourteen tactical fighter 
squadrons, and four tactical airlift squadrons for local transportation. 
A strategic bomber squadron and a Patriot ground-to-air defense mis- 
sile system had been relocated to a country that was more than eight 
thousand miles from the United States. The window of vulnerability 
had been reduced; however, although these forces could put up a 
significant fight, they lacked the strength to stop a full-scale attack 
by the Iraqis, whose forces included three full-armored and two 


" 
< 
` 


№ 


® Baghdad 


EXPECTED IRAQI 
AVENUES OF APPROACH 


ө Kuwait City 
: KUWAIT 


е AI-Khafji 


e Al-Jubayl ZE 


BAHRAIN 
Dhahran @ @ Al-Manama 


QATAR 
@ Doha 


\ 


Ó. UNITED ARAB 


ARABIA 


EMIRATES 


The Gulf War: Desert Shield 139 


mechanized divisions plus a score of smaller armored, mechanized, 
and infantry formations—all experienced combat veterans of the war 
with Iran. 

The American troops took up defensive positions along the most 
likely corridor of Iraqi approach. Intelligence showed that Saddam 
Hussein was poised for an advance into Saudi Arabia with three main 
thrusts: an eastern thrust along the gulf coast down the Al-Khafji- 
Al-Jubayl route to Dhahran, and a western thrust passing King Khalid 
City and merging with a center thrust heading directly to the capital, 
Riyadh. There was significant uncertainty whether Iraq would employ 
chemical and biological weapons and whether it would use its still- 
notable air force. The Americans anticipated having to fight shortly 
after landing in Saudi Arabia, and the adequate logistic means of 
support for them were still not in place. Despite this uncertainty and 
a feeling of impending threat, U.S. ground troops continued to arrive 
in the area throughout September and October. They vigorously dug 
in and prepared for the worst. The Iraqis still did not attack. 

An additional U.S. Marine Expeditionary Brigade, the Fourth, ar- 
rived and was positioned off the gulf coast to be rushed ashore to re- 
inforce those thinly spread forces already in place. By September 12 
the First Marine Expeditionary Brigade arrived to flesh out the First 
Marine Division. By September 15 most of the remaining brigades 
of the army’s Twenty-fourth Mechanized Infantry Division arrived 
with their M1 heavy tanks and M2 series fighting vehicles in the port 
of Ad-Dammam. By the end of September the remainder of the divi- 
sion arrived and moved north, joining with the First Marine Expedi- 
tionary Brigade northwest of Al-Jubayl. The Third Armored Cavalry 
Regiment arrived and was attached to the Twenty-fourth Mechanized, 
giving it a reinforced antitank unit. In the first week of October the 
remainder of the 101st Airborne Division had arrived along with the 
Twelfth Aviation Brigade, which was equipped with the formidable 
AH-64 Apache attack antitank helicopters. In early October the First 
Cavalry Division began to arrive, and by the third week in October it 
was in place in the gradually forming defensive line. 

Additional air reinforcement arrived the same month, raising the 
total combat strength to more than one thousand American combat 
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aircraft, including elements of three tactical fighter wings. Five 
squadrons of ground-support aircraft, including F-16Cs and A-10s, 
arrived along with the Third Marine Aircraft Wing. Two attack carri- 
ers remained on station and ready, one in the Red Sea and the other 
in the Arabian Sea. All of this had been completed in two months. 

As additional coalition forces continued to arrive, they were fitted 
into the basic scheme. Significant new forces included the French 
Sixth Light Armored Division and a Syrian special forces regiment 
backed by their Ninth Armored Division, which patrolled the Iraq 
and Kuwait borders. To their right flank was the Egyptian Ranger Bat- 
talion and Third Mechanized Division. 

When these forces were in place, General Schwarzkopf felt that 
the window of vulnerability had been narrowed so that coalition 
forces could sufficiently defend against an Iraqi invasion. By this 
point the sanctions and naval blockade had already reduced Iraq’s 
imports by roughly 90 percent. But the long war with Iran had made 
Iraqis used to war and misery, and they seemed unhurt by the sanc- 
tions. By the end of September the CIA estimated that the sanctions 
alone would not be sufficient to drive Iraqi forces from Kuwait be- 
fore the international coalition began to take action. 

The proposal for the defense of Saudi Arabia called for deterring 
an Iraqi attack as far north as possible while the combined coalition 
airpower inflicted maximum damage. The U.S. forces arrayed behind 
the static defenses along the coast would remain mobile, with the ca- 
pability to react and hit Iraqi forces wherever they attacked and to de- 
feat them before they reached Al-Jubayl, the first coastal town. 

Coalition warfare brought with it a new mission for American 
Special Forces. The need for smooth liaison among the great variety 
of foreign units demanded that well-trained and language-capable 
teams be assigned to all non-American units to assist in the delicate 
and precise air and artillery support and communications coordina- 
tion, a role filled by units from the U.S. Joint Special Operations 
Command consisting of army, air force, and navy Special Forces. 
Naval Special Warfare Units assigned SEALs initially near the border 
areas for early warning and reconnaissance until the larger units ar- 
rived from abroad. The SEALs were linked by radio to air-defense 
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units standing by on alert. The naval units also trained Saudi naval 
forces and helped reconstitute remnants of the Kuwaiti navy that had 
escaped from their homeland. The U.S. Army Special Forces trained 
Saudi engineer units to clear minefields using the latest equipment. 
During the valuable time when coalition forces were cementing their 
defenses, special operations teams were training and coordinating for 
future combat and search-and-rescue missions, anticipating that air 
forces would be used over the vast and open desert terrain. The 
search-and-rescue training would prove invaluable when the defen- 
sive operation turned into an offensive campaign. 

On November 29, after the UN resolutions failed to induce Iraq 
to comply and withdraw, the Security Council authorized the coali- 
tion to use “all means necessary” to enforce the previous resolutions 
if Iraq did not depart Kuwait by January 15, 1991. The deadline had 
been set. 


CHAPTER 10 
The Gulf War: Desert Storm 


February 24, 1991 


At the beginning of the buildup to defend Saudi Arabia, military ex- 
perts had estimated that to shift to the offense, should that be an op- 
tion, would require one hundred thousand more troops than would be 
needed for defense. The planners initially anticipated that the U.S. 
Marines and allied formations would keep the Iraqis pinned to the bor- 
der, expecting coalition ground attacks and amphibious landings, while 
the U.S. Eighteenth Corps, with some of the more mobile European 
units, would carry the attack around the flank to surround the Iraqis. 

By October Saddam Hussein had moved most of his forces from 
the Iranian border into Kuwait. He also erected elaborate defenses 
within Kuwait for his tanks and antiaircraft artillery and missiles, 
built enormous minefields, and rigged the Kuwaiti oil fields and re- 
fineries with explosives in case they were attacked. Hussein withdrew 
his elite Republican Guard units to southern Iraq and reinforced 
them with 150,000 troops formerly on the Iranian border. He backed 
up his poorly trained forces on the Saudi border with more ехреп- 
enced armored forces and additional Republican Guards, thus setting 
up a layered array against the coalition forces. 

Saddam Hussein entertained the idea of dragging out a costly war 
in an attempt to weaken the resolve of America and the other allies 
by inflicting casualties so numerous that public support at home 
would be eroded. For their part, American leaders were determined 
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that if it came to fighting a war, a quick finish to the combat, 
achieved with overwhelming force and decisive action, was impera- 
tive. For General Schwarzkopf’s plan to outflank the Iraqis to work 
he needed additional NATO forces from Germany, namely the Sev- 
enth Corps of 21/3 armored divisions, one more armored cavalry 
regiment, plus the First Mechanized Infantry Division from Fort 
Riley in Kansas. This plan, known initially as the “enhanced option,” 
was kept secret for some time. The formula was then increased by 
three additional carrier battle groups, the battleship USS Wisconsin, 
the Second Marine Expeditionary Force (MEF), and the Fifth Marine 
Expeditionary Brigade. That escalation would add two hundred 
thousand troops and would take until January 15, 1991, to complete. 
President Bush approved the enhanced option on October 30, 1990, 
after other coalition members and congressional leaders had been 
consulted. On November 8 Bush announced a doubling of U.S. 
forces to be committed to the Persian Gulf to create an offensive mil- 
itary option. Congressional leaders were dissatisfied with the White 
House’s advance consultations, which they saw as inadequate. In the 
ensuing months, Bush grappled with the problem of winning con- 
gressional support for the offensive option. In the end, Iraq's public 
intransigence convinced enough congressmen and senators to sup- 
port the president. 

In early January 1991 President Bush decided to shift to the offen- 
sive. So far all diplomatic efforts to get Hussein to withdraw from 
Kuwait had failed. Following a last futile attempt at accommodation 
by the Russian envoy Yevgeny Primakov, the senior commanders in 
the field were given the attack order just four days before the January 
15 UN deadline for Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait. In order to pre- 
vent Iraq's detection of a surge of allied air activity that might dis- 
close the timing for beginning an attack, the Central Command air 
force leaders mounted an intensive series of daily air exercises. 

The offensive campaign named Desert Storm was designed in four 
phases. The first three made up the air offensive and the fourth was 
the ground offensive. The air offensive would start with the heavy 
bombing of Iraqi strongholds, followed by the suppression or de- 
struction of ground-based air defenses in Kuwait, then direct air 
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attacks against ground forces in Kuwait. The air campaign began 
early on January 16, when the initial B-52G Stratofortress bombers, 
most of them more than thirty years old, took off from Barksdale Air 
Force Base in Louisiana on round-trip missions. Twelve hours before 
the full force of the air attack began, these bombers flew to points 
from which they launched their AGM-86C air-to-surface cruise mis- 
siles against eight key Iraqi communications, power, and transmission 
facilities and returned to their bases. At 2:20 A.M., still forty minutes 
before the main attack was set to commence, a special task force 
called Normandy streaked across the Saudi Arabian border into Iraq. 
This combined force of long-range and heavily armed МН-53] Pave 
Low П and AH-64 Apache helicopters flown by Special Forces, along 
with air force F-117 Stealth fighter-bombers and Navy Tomahawk 
cruise missiles launched from the battleship USS Wisconsin, all 
headed into Iraq. The Pave Low helicopters, acting as the navigation 
pathfinders for nine Apache gunships, swooped low over the desert 
and in a spectacular display of precision obliterated the Iraqi early- 
warning radar sites and returned without a loss. 

The entire massed strength of the coalition air forces flew through 
the newly created hole in the radar coverage and began forty-three 
days of continuous and devastating air strikes against targets in Iraq. 
The warship-launched Tomahawk cruise missiles and F-117 Stealth 
strikes were the first to hit key military targets in Baghdad and were 
followed by a mix of allied air force aircraft and navy aircraft from 
carriers in the Persian Gulf and Arabian Sea. Also employed were 
electronic warfare jammers, the EF-111A Ravens and navy EA-6B 
Prowlers, and the little-known EC-130H aircraft. There were F-4G 
Wild Weasels firing antiradiation homing missiles and F/A-18 Hor- 
nets looking for surface-to-air missile sites. British Tornadoes and 
F-111F and A-6E bombers attacked key Iraqi airfields and Scud mis- 
sile sites, and air force F-15Cs and F-16s, British Jaguars, and navy 
F-14s suppressed air defenses and protected the bombers. During the 
first hours of the air offensive approximately four hundred attack air- 
craft from the coalition struck targets in Iraq while hundreds of oth- 
ers supported their attacks. On the first full day of the air offensive 
allied airmen flew more than thirteen hundred combat missions.’ 
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The air campaign continued throughout Desert Storm and the al- 
lies quickly achieved air superiority. U.S. and coalition bombers re- 
peatedly stuck the primary Iraqi nuclear facility on the target list, the 
Baghdad Nuclear Research Center at Tuwaitha, and seven additional 
targets suspected to be key nuclear weapons construction sites. At- 
tacks against these nuclear targets continued until the end of the war. 
Suppression of the Iraqi Scud surface-to-surface missiles proved the 
most difficult air objective, and the air forces never fully achieved 
their destruction, primarily because the Iraqis kept the Scuds con- 
stantly on the move. During the Gulf War, 2,780 coalition aircraft, 
75 percent of which came from the U.S., flew more than twenty-three 
thousand sorties against Iraqi ground forces who proved to be a pre- 
dictable enemy on open terrain. The results were devastating to Iraq. 

The coalition commander used a number of factors to decide 
when to begin the ground offensive, including the successful deploy- 
ment of forces, the prepositioning of supplies, favorable weather 
forecasts, the readiness of the coalition, and the results of the air 
campaign strikes. General Schwarzkopf was seeking to reduce the 
Iraqi army's effectiveness by 50 percent before committing the 
ground troops to action. Once the air campaign had begun, it was 
possible to better assess the capabilities of the enemy by observing 
his conduct in action. The opportunity for such an assessment finally 
came on January 29. On that day the coalition's attention was sud- 
denly deflected from the air campaign by two Iraqi ground probes 
across the border from Kuwait. A battalion-sized armored force led 
by units from Iraq's Fifth Mechanized Division, equipped with the 
obsolete Soviet T-55 medium tanks, moved against Khafji, a city of 
forty-five thousand inhabitants, from which all civilians had been to- 
tally evacuated. The attacking Iraqis faced only twelve marines of the 
First Marine Expeditionary Force who had remained in the city as ar- 
tillery observers. As the Iraqis advanced across defensive earthworks 
southwest of the town of Al-Wafrah, one marine scored a direct hit 
on the lead tank with a wire-guided TOW antitank missile. That hit 
blocked the Iraqi's advance. At Khafji, Arab forces, helped by U.S. 
Marine forward observers calling in close air support and artillery, 
stopped the Iraqi's advance in the town and pushed them back to- 
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ward Kuwait. At Al-Wafrah the Sixth Marine Regiment came forward 
the next day and dug in around the town, which ended the offensive. 
That action gave the allies their first indication of how the Iraqis 
would fight: The performance was not impressive. 

During the tense days and nights before the ground offensive 
began, Saddam Hussein pursued his strategy based on trying to di- 
vide the large and unlikely coalition. To do this he appealed to the 
Arab distrust of the West and hatred of Israel. He tried to draw Israel 
into the fray by indiscriminately launching his long-range Scud mis- 
siles into Israel. Most of the Scuds landed harmlessly, but some 
caused horrible civilian casualties. At one point on the second day 
of the air offensive, Iraqi Scud missiles struck Tel Aviv and Haifa, 
slightly injuring a few civilians. Then on January 19 allied air forces 
responded to another Scud attack with a fierce and precise strike 
against the launchers by F-15Es from the Fourth Tactical Fighter 
Wing, which resulted in massive damage and large secondary explo- 
sions, and there followed a pause of more than three days before ad- 
ditional Scuds would be fired. The Iraqis then shifted the firings 
from fixed to mobile sites, making them more difficult to attack 
from the air. 

By the end of January the pressure to halt the Scud strikes had in- 
tensified to the point that General Schwarzkopf ordered special oper- 
ations teams across the borders into Iraq to seek out the missiles and 
destroy them. On February 7 the allies launched the first Special 
Forces anti-Scud raid: More than a dozen personnel in two high- 
speed desert vehicles with Black Hawk helicopter escorts crossed the 
border into Iraq. The teams hid by day, conducted reconnaissance 
forays by night, and laid mines to limit the Scud's mobility. At one 
time there were as many as four Special Forces teams roving inside 
Iraq, seeking Scud missiles. The exact number of missiles destroyed 
has never been disclosed, but some favorable direct attacks were 
made against the launchers. The greatest effect of these cross-border 
raids proved to be psychological, as they undermined the confidence 
of Iraqi soldiers in their homeland. 

Before the ground offensive began, roughly two hundred thou- 
sand coalition combat troops were quietly repositioned to the west 
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where they were poised to commence a flanking run into Iraq. Their 
mission was to cut off the bulk of the best Iraqi forces in southern 
Iraq and the north of Kuwait. This was done in a perfect maneuver 
completely masked from the enemy by the furor of the ongoing air 
campaign and Iraq’s lack of reconnaissance capability to detect this 
massive shift of allied forces. The allies moved the equivalent of sev- 
enteen divisions hundreds of miles west over the desert and the lim- 
ited road network. The vehicles used for this massive feint came 
primarily from U.S. military units augmented by allied civilian firms. 
The allies set up forward logistics bases, which placed thousands of 
tons of supplies—water, food, ammunition, fuel, and spare parts—in 
the path the attacking units would follow in their sweep. 

A simulated amphibious invasion designated Desert Saber, con- 
ducted by the Fourth Marine Expeditionary Brigade and supporting 
naval forces off the coast to the east of Kuwait, kept the bulk of the 
Iraqi troops and fortifications anxiously looking east for an assault 
that never came. Naval Special Warfare troops on board amphibious 
ships in the gulf conducted frequent reconnaissance missions close 
to the Kuwaiti shoreline in support of the deception strategy. From 
January 29 until February 16 these missions continued nonstop. The 
deception culminated in one large-scale operation that simulated 
beach reconnaissance and clearing operations on the night of Febru- 
ary 23-24, the eve of the ground offensive. This strategy bewildered 
the Iraqi army and prevented Iraqi units at the beaches from leaving 
their positions to reinforce those that would come under attack in the 
west when the critical offensive began. 

Following more than 180 days of maritime blockade and 38 days 
of aerial and naval bombardment, the final phase of Operation 
Desert Storm began on February 24. The political objectives of the 
ground operations were to eject Iraqi occupation forces from Kuwait 
and to restore the government there. A southern force—consisting of 
U.S. Marines from the First Marine Expeditionary Force; a British ar- 
mored division; and Egyptian, Saudi Arabian, and Syrian divisions— 
attacked together along the Kuwaiti-Saudi Arabian border and held 
the forward Iraqi divisions in place. Two U.S. Army corps made up 
of the Eighteenth Airborne and Seventh Corps, augmented by British 
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and French divisions, swept west of the Iraqi main defenses, severed 
Iraqi communications lines, and began to destroy the Republican 
Guards. The speed and overwhelming force of the units advancing 
from the west across the breadth of Iraq, combined with the rapid 
and well-orchestrated advance through the southern Kuwaiti border, 
made short work of the offensive. 

The well-coordinated thrusts bewildered the Iraqis, and their sol- 
diers surrendered in droves. By the morning of February 28, the Iraqi 
army, including the Republican Guard, was routed and either fled 
Kuwait or surrendered. Apart from several daring attacks made 
against the advancing coalition units, it was a near-total capitulation 
and defeat. The ground offensive was over in one hundred hours. 
Fears that the Iraqis would resort to house-to-house fighting as the 
coalition forces entered the capital city were allayed when the Iraqis 
merely piled their loot onto stolen vehicles and fled. U.S. Special 
Forces assisted the returning Kuwaiti troops in liberating their once- 
besieged capital city and reestablishing Kuwaiti authority. When al- 
lied forces reached the outskirts of Kuwait City, Special Forces 
soldiers flew into Kuwait City Airport on February 27 with the Third 
Special Forces Group A Teams, but the Iraqi forces had already aban- 
doned the city and there was little organized resistance. Acting on the 
assessment of General Powell that the Iraqis had been defeated, Presi- 
dent Bush announced a cease-fire at midnight Washington time on 
February 27—at the end of the ground offensive: “Kuwait is liberated, 
Iraq's army is defeated. Our military objectives are met." Coalition 
military losses during the entire war were 240, including 148 Атеп- 
cans; total U.S. wounded were 278. The number of Iraqi military 
killed varies from initial allied estimates of 100,000 to Iraqi figures of 
20,000. The actual total of Iraqi civilians killed was remarkably small, 
given the large-scale bombing. The Iraqis claimed that 2,278 civilians 
were killed and 5,965 injured. 

Some of the American losses came on February 25, when an 
Iraqi Scud missile struck a U.S. barracks in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, 
killing twenty-eight and wounding one hundred.? By the end of the 
war the allies determined that Iraq had launched eighty-eight Scuds 
against Israel and forty-six against Saudi Arabia and other Gulf 
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States. In Israel two civilians were killed by Scud missiles, and eight- 
een died from heart attacks and gas-mask malfunctions. The greatest 
threat posed by the Scud missiles was the continuous uncertainty of 
what type of horrible warhead these missiles might contain. At one 
point during this period, after President Bush had dispatched Deputy 
Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger to try to restrain Israel, the 
Israelis were ready to conduct their own air strikes into Iraq. At one 
moment they even requested that the commanders of the coalition 
pause in the air campaign for four hours to permit Israeli aircraft to 
conduct their own raids without interfering with allied aircraft. The 
primary fear not far from the minds of world leaders about the Is- 
raelis’ retaliation was the expectation that they might launch a nu- 
clear attack against an Iraqi city. In the end Israel restrained its 
reaction after the deployment of additional American-built and 
-operated Patriot antimissile systems and the acceleration of the 
Scud-busting attacks by coalition aircraft and Special Forces racing in 
desert vehicles inside Iraq. The tactic of provoking Israeli retaliation 
was most likely an attempt to rupture the coalition. However, the 
Scuds caused few casualties, and the Israelis were restrained. The 
Arab coalition partners were determined not to fall for this tactic, 
and the war ended quickly before the coalition could fracture. 

One effective tactic employed by Saddam Hussein was delay. By 
stringing out negotiations and holding his forces in place he at- 
tempted to convince the coalition that the heavy cost in casualties 
should deter them from a final offensive. But Iraq’s stream of propa- 
ganda, including bellicose threats interspersed with conciliatory ges- 
tures, failed to break the resolve of the allies. How long this resolve 
might have held up under Iraqi pressure is unknown, but the highly 
effective air campaign followed by the swift end run and advance 
into Kuwait rendered Hussein’s delaying tactics ineffective. 

The dark fears of a long and protracted fight against large numbers 
of Iraqi troops equipped with chemical and possibly germ weapons 
vanished in a few hours of swift-maneuver warfare. The highly effec- 
tive air campaign of forty-three days proved far too costly for the 
Iraqis, and they soon agreed to meet to fulfill the victors’ conditions. 
It was at this point, with total victory in the coalition’s grasp, that the 
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ultimate result—whether the war had achieved its goals or not—passed 
from the hands of the soldiers to the politicians, leaving the media 
squabbling over whether they had missed the chance to march on to 
Baghdad. The massive Iraqi capitulation and surrender gave the coali- 
tion the feeling that it could retire and go home after a job well done. 
And whatever the political and diplomatic failures of the Gulf War, 
the coalition won an overwhelming military victory. The objectives 
were met. Kuwait was liberated, and the bulk of the Iraqi army was 
destroyed or rendered ineffective. 

The Gulf War was not about ethnic divisions within a national 
boundary, nor was it about independence for Kuwait. The issues were 
territory, ground taken and targets destroyed, troops on the battle- 
field, and decisive victory. This was a major conflict by pre-cold war 
standards of combat. The U.S.-led coalition engaged Iraqi forces on 
flat, open expanses, ideal for the highly mobile heavy armor and tac- 
tical airpower the United States and allied armies had been training 
with for fifty years in anticipation of Soviet armies’ attacking Europe 
from the east. This conflict would, in Henry Kissinger's words, *mark 
the glorious sunset to the Cold War world. . . .”” 

Although U.S. military power had been used decisively and with 
overwhelming force in December 1989 in Panama, the Gulf War was 
warfare on a grand scale with a tightly knit coalition of many unlikely 
allies. Operations Desert Shield, Desert Saber, and Desert Storm re- 
quired the largest mobilization of U.S. Reserve and National Guard 
components since the Korean War. The Gulf War promised to mark 
the end of an era for the U.S. military. For the first time since World 
War II the United States had achieved a massive victory and was look- 
ing ahead to a new role as the world's sole military superpower in an 
extended peace. However, in the ensuing years military personnel 
would face eruptions of nasty little wars, called “operations other than 
war” or “civic actions” or “peacekeeping missions.” They would also 
continue to die in high-technology standoff bombing or in violent 
urban clashes. Ten years after the Gulf War, American soldiers and 
their allies would be waging a different war in the mountains of 
Afghanistan, and then would return to battle in Iraq, in classic ma- 
neuver warfare in the open desert, and in hand-to-hand urban combat. 


CHAPTER 11 


The Rescue of the Kurds in Northern Iraq 


March 1991 


In March 1991 the Iraqi army was greatly diminished from its prewar 
strength of fifty-eight divisions; just thirteen divisions remained in- 
tact. Iraq’s air force had lost more than 250 of its best planes while 
more than 130 had fled to Iran and were impounded. The Iraqi navy 
had been annihilated. In March the Iraqi army faced two major post- 
war problems: a Shiite revolt in the southern marshlands around 
Basra and shortly afterward a Kurdish uprising in the north near 
Mosul. These two events posed a major threat to Saddam Hussein's 
internal hold on power. He was limited in his military response to 
these uprisings by the terms of the cease-fire with the coalition. UN 
Security Council Resolution 686 of March 2, 1991, set forth the con- 
ditions of the cease-fire, which had gone into effect on February 28. 
Major terms were the release of prisoners, return of loot and ab- 
ducted citizens from Kuwait, and cooperation in clearing mines and 
booby traps. Iraqi generals had managed to exempt the use of their 
helicopters for internal policing from the list of restrictions on the 
post-cease-fire use of their air forces. With that exemption in hand, 
Hussein then went about a methodical suppression of the two re- 
volts. The one to the south was put down without interference from 
the coalition forces, who were in the process of returning home. To 
the north, however, his brutal attempts to quell the Kurdish revolt 
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met with allied resistance that must go down in history as one of the 
most successful humanitarian operations in modern times. 

The American and allied ground forces had stopped at the Eu- 
phrates River and remained in an arc around Basra, holding Kuwait 
and all the territory of the southeastern fifth of Iraq. The Gulf War 
cease-fire was agreed to at Safwan, where General Schwarzkopf and 
his generals met with the Iraqi army leaders. The agreements at 
Safwan set up a demarcation line limited by the coalition’s forward 
area and stipulated that each group would remain on its side of the 
line. At the talks the senior Iraqi general requested that Iraq be al- 
lowed to operate helicopters in areas where roads and bridges had 
been severely damaged. The coalition agreed, provided that the oper- 
ation of helicopters was inside Iraq and not connected with the allies’ 
front lines. The provision was carefully limited to helicopters only 
and did not include fixed-wing military aircraft. 

With the Shiite and Kurdish revolts in full swing, the Iraqis at- 
tempted to move the Hammurabi Armored Division, one of their 
Republican Guard units, through some of the forward positions of 
the U.S. Twenty-fourth Mechanized Infantry Division and to escape 
to the north. On March 2, in a fierce action, the American forces 
stopped the Iraqi breakout and destroyed thirty tanks and more than 
five hundred vehicles, inflicting enormous casualties on personnel.! 
The engagement had been a turkey shoot for the American gunners 
as they cut down the Iraqis, forcing their infantry to retreat by foot 
back into the “Basra Pocket.” The goal of the Iraqi’s breakout had 
been to reposition their forces to the area of the Kurdish uprising and 
to quell that threat against Hussein. 

The seemingly minor concession at Safwan allowed the Iraqis to 
initiate helicopter-borne military suppression of the Shiites in the 
south, who were put down with a bloody vengeance by the Republi- 
can Guard. The allies watched helplessly as the Iraqis massacred thou- 
sands of their own citizens. Although some allied forces still in 
position created safe havens for the those Shiites who managed to 
flee, there was little else they could do. 

To the north, however, the plight of the Kurds was different. Taking 
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advantage of the weakened state of the Iraqi military and helped by 
the defection of several local Iraqi army units including the Iraqi 
Twenty-fourth Infantry Division, the Kurds in northern Iraq revolted. 
While Saddam was moving the battered remnants of his army south to 
clean up the Shiite rebellion, in the north the Kurds had succeeded in 
gaining control over half of Kurdish Iraq. In mid-March the Kurds 
captured the large oil center of Kirkuk, which was the eastern end of 
the Iraqi oil pipeline passing through Turkey. 

The Kurdish population inside Iraq was considerably smaller than 
that of the Shiites; roughly eighteen million Kurds live in a “home- 
land” composed of the corners of six separate countries—Turkey, Ar- 
menia, Azerbaijan, Iran, Iraq, and Syria. Their native tongue is an 
Indo-European language that closely resembles Farsi, the language of 
Iran; their written language dates back to the Middle Ages. Predomi- 
nantly Sunni Muslims, they have a tradition of being fiercely inde- 
pendent and vicious fighters. The Kurds for decades had been hated, 
abused, distrusted, and even prohibited from serving in the Iraqi mil- 
itary. Although the Kurds were usually left alone and ignored by their 
neighbors, there have been exceptions. During the heyday of the Ot- 
toman Empire they were hired by the Ottoman armies and were, like 
the Nepalese Gurkas in Queen Victoria’s time, granted limited auton- 
omy for their service as fighters. After the fall of the Ottoman Empire 
each of the six host countries at various times staged its own anti- 
Kurdish campaigns. Immediately following World War II, the Soviet 
Union briefly supported a Kurdish uprising in northern Iran. Iran’s 
instigation of several Kurdish uprisings in Iraq, first under the shah 
and then under Khomeini, was one of the primary causes of the long 
Iran-Iraq War of the 1980s. Saddam Hussein granted limited auton- 
omy to the Kurds and left them in relative peace until the Iran-Iraq 
War, when entire Kurdish villages in northern Iraq were destroyed by 
chemical weapons and firebombing. 

By the end of March 1991 most of the coalition forces still inside 
Iraq at the cease-fire had left. Emboldened by their departure as well 
as the allied inaction during his suppression of the Shiites, Hussein 
turned north and began to attack the Kurds, using helicopter-borne 
troops to break the rebellion. By March 29, after a short fight, the 
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Iraqis recaptured the Kirkuk oil terminal and began to smash the 
Kurdish settlements northward to the Turkish and Iranian borders, 
where the winter snow remained deep. More than a million Kurds 
fled to the mountains, roughly one-third going toward Iran; the re- 
mainder sought refuge in Turkey. 

Among Turkey’s persistent problems was a hundred-year-old in- 
surgency in the rural southeast near the border with northern Iraq. 
The arrival of more than six hundred thousand Iraqi Kurds in this 
border region alarmed the Turks, whose first reaction was to force the 
refugees back into Iraq. Meanwhile, the plight of the Iraqi Kurds won 
the attention of the media in the United States and Europe. To cope 
with the refugees inside Turkey, the government of Turkey appealed 
for help. In Britain, where the outcry in the press and on television 
was incessant, the government favored intervention. The Americans, 
who were likewise influenced by the riveting media images of starv- 
ing and freezing Kurds huddling in desolate mountain camps, real- 
ized that helping Turkey at this point could prevent the Turks’ 
anti-Kurdish reflexes from making the situation worse. Turkish Presi- 
dent Turgut Ozal, who had allowed American airmen to fly more 
than fifty-five hundred air strikes from Incirlik during the Gulf War, 
suggested as a solution the establishment of safe-haven enclaves in 
northern Iraq. 

Furthermore, United Nations Resolution 688, issued on April 5, 
1991, denounced Iraq’s repression of its Kurdish population, called 
for dialogue to be opened with the Kurds and Shiites, and compelled 
the contribution of member nations, including the United States. 
What followed was a large-scale and generally unknown but success- 
ful American-led military relief and peacekeeping effort that was to 
be a forerunner of and model for future peacekeeping ventures in So- 
malia, Bosnia, and Kosovo. It was called Operation Provide Comfort. 


The Gulf War cease-fire of February 1991 was a month old, and 
roughly half of the deployed U.S. forces remained in the Persian 
Gulf area. Reacting to criticism that the allies had allowed Saddam 
Hussein to remain in power and were ignoring the plight of the 
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Kurds, President Bush responded: “We simply could not allow 
500,000 to a million people to die up there in the mountains.” He 
ordered the operation to begin on April 7. 

American contacts were already well established on the ground in 
northern Iraq. Several detachments of the U.S. Army Tenth Special 
Forces Group supported by the U.S. Air Force Special MC-130E 
Combat Talon transports and МН-53] Pave Low III helicopters had 
been operating a rescue-and-recovery system for downed allied pilots 
and aircrews during the Gulf War out of an airfield at Batman, Turkey. 
Men who had roamed the mountains of northern Iraq and had been 
in contact with many of the Kurdish camps became the backbone of 
the relief effort. 

American aircraft began dropping food and relief supplies to the 
Kurds in the area on April 7. Initially U.S. aircraft dropped thirty to 
forty tons a day into the Kurdish camps. Recognizing how difficult it 
was for the Kurds to recover the dropped supplies, the Americans 
sent in teams of Special Forces to assist with the airdrops, organize 
camps, and help provide medical care and improved sanitation. The 
commanders of this operation realized that a significant combat 
force would be required quickly to confront Iraqi forces approaching 
from the south and to encourage the Kurds to return to enclaves in- 
side Iraq and not to cross the mountains into Turkey. 

To fend off advancing Iraqi ground forces spreading north in mid- 
April to quell the revolt, the United States repositioned a number of 
combat aircraft, including the A-10 tank hunters from Saudi Arabia, 
to the airfields in Incirlik, Turkey, from which they had flown in the 
Desert Storm air campaigns. Iraqi forces pushing north included 
three mostly unscathed infantry divisions and one Republican Guard 
brigade. By mid-June the allies had gathered a force of over a divi- 
sion, totaling about twenty thousand troops from eleven countries. 
The Americans included in this force were marines from the Twenty- 
fourth Expeditionary Unit, which had its own integral air support, 
and the 325th Airborne Battalion Combat Team from Vicenza, Italy, 
a well-trained and independent airborne unit. Britain provided a 
Commando Brigade, France sent its Parachute-marines, the Nether- 
lands committed an Airborne Commando Group, and Spain and 
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Italy each sent an elite commando battalion. These troops repre- 
sented the major forces that had been left in their barracks in Europe 
after other units had deployed for the Gulf War. They were backed 
up by a formidable air combat team, including aircraft from the car- 
rier USS Theodore Roosevelt? A large number of supporting units, in- 
cluding engineers and military police from all services, assisted in 
building transit camps from which to move the Kurds south and back 
into Iraq. 

Lieutenant General John M. Shalikashvili, who was then the 
deputy commander of U.S. Army forces in Europe, took charge of 
the entire relief effort. Having been born in Poland of parents who 
fled the Russian Revolution first to Germany and then to the United 
States, Shalikashvili had a personal understanding of refugees. He 
quickly molded the elite European and American forces into an ef- 
fective task force that headed south to prepare enclaves in northern 
Iraq for the Kurds to settle in. By early May the first groups of Kurds 
were headed to their new homes. 

The first showdown with Iraqi forces occurred outside the nearly 
abandoned Kurdish city of Zakho. After a show of force, the deter- 
mined allies forced the Iraqis to back down, and the return of the 
Kurds to Iraq continued. When the Iraqis demanded that their Spe- 
cial Police Battalion remain to supervise, the allied task force com- 
mander sent American, British, and Dutch marines with light armor 
into the city ahead of the Iraqis. After a few scattered skirmishes the 
Iraqis were forced to withdraw. The greatly relieved Kurds returned to 
safe settlements inside northern Iraq, escorted by highly specialized 
troops from eleven nations. The mission was so successful that by 
June 8 the allied task force announced that it was completed. 


The American action in Turkey and Northern Iraq was the antithesis 
of the 1982-1984 Lebanon intervention, when U.S. armed forces 
proved unable to react to a dynamically changing situation and re- 
sponded with hesitancy and serious inattention to security. The suc- 
cess of Operation Provide Comfort, although not widely proclaimed, 
showed how much a determined effort combining military forces 
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with effective relief and aid organizations could accomplish. This 
success may have created a mistaken expectation that every similar 
situation could be rectified by the timely use of specially trained sol- 
diers regardless of the complex nature of the civil conflict. The Kur- 
dish relief operation came back to haunt U.S. and UN forces only 
two years later, when they tried to duplicate the action in Somalia. 

For America, the Gulf War and the successful humanitarian action 
in Kurdistan that followed were the first real war in which U.S. troops 
fought using conventional arms, classic armored forces, and the full 
spectrum of air-delivered weapons, including Stealth bombers and 
long-range cruise missiles. It was the sort of war—neither small nor 
splendid but short—in which the United States performed at its best to 
achieve its objective and, most important, minimize casualties. It was 
the first time since Korea that U.S. forces in action were pitted against 
a foe who not only was visible on the battlefield but also acted as sol- 
diers were expected to act. Although badly trained and demoralized, 
the Iraqis were equipped with modern weapons and were generally vi- 
able opponents. 

The United States and its allies won the Gulf War in less time and 
with far fewer casualties than anticipated. America had gone to the 
aid of a small country that had been invaded and occupied, using 
overwhelming force, and emerged victorious. For the first time since 
1945, a victory in war gave Americans a good feeling despite the sur- 
vival of the dictator Saddam Hussein, who even with his diminished 
army remained a considerable threat long after his defeat. 


PART FIVE 


Intervention in Somalia 
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CHAPTER 12 


President Bush Responds to Starvation 


1991-1992 


The American involvement in Somalia from 1991 through 1993 fluc- 
tuated wildly from peaceful guarding of humanitarian aid to violent 
street fighting in the capital, Mogadishu. Somalia was a case in which 
absolutely no U.S. interests were involved beyond performing a 
purely humanitarian function-to allay the widespread starvation of a 
helpless populace. There were no hidden agendas, no black gold link- 
ing American interests to the region as in the Persian Gulf, and no 
vital allies in the area to bolster for future geopolitical reasons. The 
American government committed armed forces to protect the supply 
of emergency relief, but this soon failed because of the fierce civil 
war raging among scores of local Somali warlords. The Americans 
then restructured the armed force, but the effort failed again. Al- 
though it was evident that humanitarian aid could not reach the So- 
mali citizens unless all the warring factions were disarmed, American 
leaders avoided tackling that option. Instead, they chose to apply 
force selectively in an attempt to remove the most dominant faction 
of the leadership. This strategy failed because the forces committed 
were woefully insufficient. The strongest Somali faction was led by a 
wily leader who cleverly manipulated UN and U.S. military and hu- 
manitarian efforts and solidified his followers into a violent antifor- 
eign resistance focused primarily against the Americans. The violent 
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incident he caused claimed so many American lives that a less-than- 
determined U.S. leadership quit the effort. 


Some seven million people predominantly from the single ethnic 
group called the Samaal, mostly Sunni Muslims who speak multiple 
dialects of the same language, have inhabited Somalia for more than 
a thousand years. Throughout history many imperial powers have 
sought the people of Somalia as allies in order to advance their inter- 
ests in Africa. Somalia is a land barely able to support human habita- 
tion, as severe drought is frequent. The Somalis experienced few tribal 
disputes and existed in relative harmony for many generations. How- 
ever, fierce disputes, much like family feuds, have sprouted in recent 
generations, destroying the relative equilibrium among the six main 
clans and generally dividing the population into two major groups— 
the cattlemen and the farmers. 

In the nineteenth-century scramble to gain new territory in Africa, 
Britain managed to assemble an impressive array of local allies in 
East Africa. By 1884 the east coast of British Somaliland was pro- 
tected by a strong British garrison in Aden across the Gulf of Aden. 
The boundaries of Somaliland were fixed in 1897, and a separate 
British colony was set up in 1905 in the northern region. During the 
period of British control of the Horn of Africa, the landmass jutting 
northeastward into the Indian Ocean that includes areas of what is 
now Kenya, the British allied themselves in the north with the 
Ethiopians, who were among the earliest peoples to become Chris- 
tians and who were archenemies of the Somalis. The Somalis were 
fervent believers in Islam and fiercely combative. 

During the first decade of the twentieth century the British and 
Italians enjoyed a colonial entente in Africa and united in a common 
campaign against the Somali warlord Muhammad Abdulla Hassan, 
known as the *Mad Mullah," who threatened the peaceful colonial 
life of the British and Italian holdings in Somaliland. For more than 
twenty years the British pursued the wily Hassan, who, like the bril- 
liant Muhammad Aidid in the 1990s, opposed foreigners in a pro- 
tracted campaign of classic guerrilla warfare. 
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After six major campaigns against Hassan, the British were still 
unable to bring him to heel, just as the Americans would fail to top- 
ple the elusive Aidid in 1993. After eluding the British for decades, 
the Mad Mullah died a peaceful death in his bed; Aidid was eventu- 
ally killed by his own followers and died in a hospital of gunshot 
wounds. Britain retained the northern region until 1960. After the 
British finally departed, their former colony merged with the Italian 
colonies that had been under UN protection since World War II to 
become an independent country, Somalia. The new country adopted 
a Western-style parliamentary system but failed to develop the art of 
democratic compromise. By 1969 a total of seventy politically active 
parties offered up nearly a thousand candidates for the 123-seat par- 
liament. The election campaign soon deteriorated into a fraud-filled 
debacle, and the country descended into a period of protracted vio- 
lence. After the newly elected president was murdered by one of his 
own bodyguards, a strongman named Muhammed Siyad Barrah, or 
Siad Barre, took power in a bloodless coup. Siyad Barrah’s dictator- 
ship took the form of a Stalinist regime, which offered handsome re- 
wards to keep the support of his corrupt Darood henchmen. Unlike 
Stalin, however, he did not persecute the prevailing religion. He un- 
derstood the strength of Islam among his people. 

While locked in the cold war struggle, the United States backed 
Ethiopia and Kenya and the French backed Djibouti, thereby hem- 
ming in any Somali expansion. Siyad Barrah flirted with the Soviet 
Union, which lavished modern weapons, including tanks, artillery, 
and modern MiG-21 jet fighters, on his regime. Encouraged in his 
brief affair with the Soviets, Siyad Barrah began to foment insurrec- 
tion in the Ogaden, a neighboring area partly in Ethiopia and Kenya, 
which was populated by some Somali clans who had been forced 
away. In an attempt to rally these clans to his country, Siyad Barrah 
launched the Ogaden War of 1977-1978. In 1974, the Soviet Union 
supported a coup in Ethiopia that successfully ousted the last em- 
peror, Haile Selassie, a friend of the West, and the United States lost 
its foothold there. Subsequently the Soviet Union turned its back on 
Somalia, and with active Cuban support on the ground, the Soviets 
fostered the new Ethiopia. The Soviets were summarily ejected from 
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Somalia just a few short years after being ousted from Egypt. But in 
the end the Soviet-backed Ethiopians pushed back Siyad Barrah’s ex- 
pansion, after massacring thousands of Somalis. By 1981 Siyad Bar- 
rah’s movement had failed, and he reluctantly renounced his claims 
on Kenya, Djibouti, and Ethiopia. Now seeing the Soviets and 
Cubans as his main enemies, Siyad Barrah turned to the United 
States, hat in hand, to request assistance, betting that America’s cold 
war priorities would help him recover his elusive objectives. With 
some reluctance and a view primarily toward blocking the Soviets’ ex- 
pansion of their footholds in Ethiopia and Yemen, the Carter and 
Reagan administrations gave Siyad Barrah some support. The desire 
to gain allies in contested areas often forced U.S. presidents to 
choose the lesser of two evils, and thus America backed some conve- 
nient but shaky dictators, such as Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi in 
Iran. 

In the interest of keeping the Soviets out of Somalia, the United 
States facilitated Somali access to soft loans and provided arms and 
advisers to Siyad Barrah in exchange for access to ports and the free- 
dom to conduct military maneuvers on Somali territory. From 1983 
to 1984 the United States provided $40 million in arms and military 
assistance, including heavy artillery, Vulcan air-defense systems, and 
small arms and ammunition. This material was added into a mix of 
arms furnished earlier by the Soviet Union, Italy, and even Germany, 
which had provided light armored vehicles and weapons for the So- 
mali special forces and police. Soviet ambitions in the area were suc- 
cessfully thwarted by the growing American naval presence in Oman 
and on Diego Garcia and by its rights to use ports in Kenya and So- 
malia. 

Eventually Siyad Barrah's atrocious human rights record caused 
the United States to cut off the arms flow. Siyad Barrah's unfortunate 
attempt to expand Somalia destroyed not only his army but also his 
country. Resistance and opposition began to form at home. A grow- 
ing number of clans resisted his excesses, and some members of his 
own Darood clan turned against him. Several major power groups 
emerged. In the north Abdirahman Ahmed Ali Tur, leading the So- 
mali National Movement, represented a remnant of the old Isaaq fac- 
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tion of the Mad Mullah who had opposed the British with such great 
persistence. In the south a smaller and less potent organization called 
the Somali Patriotic Movement claimed to be representing the So- 
mali people abandoned in the Ogaden. This group was led by Omar 
Jess and Muhammed Said Hersi Morgan, both of the Darood clan. 
The third strongest group, the United Somali Congress, was led by 
Ali Mahdi Muhammed of the Hawiye clan and was not limited to 
any one region; its military commander was Muhammad Farah 
Aidid. By late 1989 these groups were fully engaged in an all-out, 
multisided civil war. The war in Somalia was approaching its climax 
in the closing days of 1990. 

On January 5-6, 1991, while much of the West and the Arab 
world were focused on the Gulf War, a U.S. Navy and Marine rescue 
operation succeeded in evacuating four hundred civilians from war- 
torn Mogadishu, Somalia, in an extraordinarily complex mission 
called Eastern Exit that has gone relatively unnoticed. With no ad- 
vance warning, on January 2, 1991, the American ambassador to So- 
malia, James K. Bishop, urgently requested the evacuation of 
Americans, allied nationals, Soviets, and others from the capital. In 
Mogadishu the situation in the streets had dissolved into near-total 
chaos. The U.S. Navy amphibious assault carriers USS Guam and 
USS Trenton were sent from the western Arabian Gulf shortly before 
midnight on January 2, carrying the First Battalion of the Second 
Marine Regiment and a SEAL team. Two CH-46 Sea Knight helicop- 
ter squadrons and a detachment of CH-53E long-range Super Stal- 
lion helicopters were aboard the Trenton. The amphibious force 
approached Mogadishu at top speed. At 466 nautical miles away, the 
helicopters, with sixty marines and SEALs aboard for ground security, 
were launched. The helicopter force reached Mogadishu at dawn on 
January 6 after twice conducting hazardous night refuelings in midair. 
The marines had no maps more current than 1969. They had diffi- 
culty finding the embassy compound, which had recently been 
moved out of the center of Mogadishu. The CH-53 helicopter pilots 
were guided to the embassy grounds by employees using strobe lights 
and white flags; they landed and deployed the marines and SEALs to 
protect the area. The sixty-man relief force threw a cordon around 


166 AMERICA’S SPLENDID LITTLE WARS 


the embassy and repelled attackers and looters who were using lad- 
ders thrown over the fence to get onto the grounds. The marines held 
the compound while another team of marines and SEALs brought in 
the American and Kenyan ambassadors from a separate building 
nearby. The force eventually evacuated all the civilians to the ships in 
two loads, with only slight signs of resistance—some surface-to-air 
missile radiation alerts. 

During the first two months of 1991, the battle for Mogadishu 
erupted into its full, horrible form. Aidid commanded the forces that 
unseated Siyad Barrah in house-to-house combat that is believed to 
have caused more than forty thousand civilian casualties. Siyad Bar- 
rah escaped to Nigeria, leaving a large portion of Somalia in ruins. 
The ten years of civil strife had virtually destroyed the country. 

Educated in Italy and trained in the Soviet Union, Aidid was a 
cunning and able leader. He had served as ambassador to India under 
Siyad Barrah and then as the Somali army's chief of staff. One of his 
fourteen children was a U.S. Marine who served in a unit that would 
later support UN operations in Mogadishu. Aidid had no compunc- 
tions about killing his own followers; as the situation in Mogadishu 
deteriorated, he often staged ambushes of his own people and 
blamed the UN for the killings to develop a united front of hatred 
focused against foreign intervention. 

After the civil war reached a stalemate in 1992, the country passed 
into a state of anarchy, as the temporary alliance of resistance to 
Siyad Barrah soon collapsed. The Somali National Movement con- 
trolled the north, and the Somali Patriotic Movement under Omar 
Jess occupied the southern port city of Chisimayu and the immediate 
surroundings, although he was still competing for control with other 
leaders of the same clan. In the capital region of Mogadishu both 
Hawiye clan leaders, Aidid and Ali Mahdi Muhammed, fought to 
control the city and the remainder of Somalia. 

As these costly struggles spiraled downward, the people paid 
dearly. Warlords patrolled their areas in armed vehicles called techni- 
cals. This term was derived from the Somali word for bandit, which 
was similar in pronunciation to the local English colloquialism for 
security guard. The warring factions hoarded food and medical sup- 
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plies for their own minions while a devastating drought struck from 
1991 to 1992. Western television and print news editors, whose ap- 
petite for disaster stories had been whetted by the Kurdish refugee 
crisis, began to focus attention on Somalia, where millions were 
starving. Despite the attention being given to suffering elsewhere, the 
images of death and destruction on the ground in Somalia became 
compelling. Public concern grew vocal; politicians reacted. Recalling 
the Kurdish precedent, they turned to the United Nations. On April 
27, 1992, the UN Security Council issued Resolution 751, granting 
authority for armed intervention to deliver relief supplies. The 
United Nations Operation in Somalia, or UNOSOM, was designed 
to be small, precise, and short. Initially the United States did not par- 
ticipate. First to enter was a team of fifty observers from Pakistan. 
Despite the well-meaning intentions of so many, the first months 
of the operation were a dismal failure. The warlords brazenly stole 
the humanitarian aid at gunpoint for their own clans. Efforts of the 
small group of observers proved futile. The United Nations attempted 
to enlist the support of the clans by paying them to guard the food 
supplies in transit, but food was stolen outright by other armed 
bands that intercepted convoys, then diverted it to rival clan hide- 
aways. In July 1992, two UN relief flights were stopped and looted by 
armed gunmen right on the runway at the Mogadishu airport. 
Against this backdrop the United States was being pressured to do 
something. Ongoing relief operations at the time included Provide 
Hope in the newly independent Republic of Georgia, Provide 
Promise in beleaguered Bosnia, Southern Watch and Intrinsic Action 
in Kuwait, and Provide Comfort in eastern Turkey and northern Iraq 
for the Kurds. The Gulf War’s success had instilled in Americans the 
confidence that they could indeed make a difference in cases of mas- 
sive human suffering, even in Somalia, where no government, no 
state, and no order existed. The American effort to help, called Pro- 
vide Relief, began with a modest airlift flying in via Mombasa, 
Kenya. The initial operation consisted of three C-141B Starlifters and 
a dozen C-130E Hercules transports from the 314th U.S. Air Force 
Airlift Squadron. Security at the airport was provided by a platoon of 
Military Police flown in from the U.S. Berlin Brigade and several A 
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Teams from the Fifth Special Forces Group. The operation came 
under the Central Command based in Tampa, Florida, headed by 
U.S. Marine General Joseph Hoar. 

The operation was to be implemented by the Humanitarian Assess- 
ment Survey Team, a new interagency group made up of specialists in 
civilian emergency relief from the State Department’s Office for For- 
eign Disaster Assistance and the Agency for International Develop- 
ment. The team was trained to conduct a survey of a disaster area with 
military escorts for security. The team had been tested in one exercise, 
but had not been used in a real crisis. General Hoar designated 
the First Marine Expeditionary Force as a standing Humanitarian- 
Peacekeeping Joint Task Force, which was designed and equipped to 
work in a hostile environment. When ordered on August 16, 1992, to 
begin Operation Provide Relief, General Hoar sent in an assistance 
team trained and commanded by U.S. Marine Brigadier General 
Frank Libutti. Unlike the many relief missions in the past for tornado 
or earthquake assistance, the operation was a delicate move in which 
U.S. military forces were being injected into a man-made calamity. 
Like the intervention in northern Iraq, this was direct involvement in a 
civil war. 

While conducting the survey, the American team made its head- 
quarters in Mombasa, which was not only more secure but also en- 
joyed better communications than any location in Somalia. The 
people of Kenya were not enthusiastic about the presence of Ameri- 
cans who were trying to assist the Kenyans’ ancient rivals in Somalia 
and were less than helpful to the mission. In order to secure Kenyan 
permission to begin the relief flights from Mombasa, the United 
States had to agree initially to supply relief to the unwieldily large 
numbers of Somali refugees who had fled to refugee camps just in- 
side the Kenyan borders. The assignment to command a relief-delivery 
force was demanding. Brigadier General Libutti had to appease the 
Kenyan government and get access to Kenya’s airport. After that, his 
men had to get the material safely to the recipients and work outside 
normal command relationships with international aid workers. 

The large air force C-141Bs could use only the long runway at 
Mogadishu, while the C-130Es could land at smaller, but barely safe, 
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runways at Chisimayu to the south and Bale Dogle to the east of the 
capital. The military commander was forbidden by the International 
Red Cross to place security forces on the ground in advance for his 
airlifts. In desperation, he organized a quick reaction force made up 
of U.S. Army Special Forces and Air Force security police who would 
orbit overhead in helicopters in a holding pattern while the relief 
flights landed—in order to be able to come to their assistance and pre- 
clude the hijackings of cargo experienced by the initial UN relief ef- 
forts. 

Relief flights began on August 28, 1992. Flights came in on a 
regular schedule and local Somali workers unloaded the aircraft. In 
September U.S. Air Force transports airlifted a five-hundred-man 
Pakistani light infantry battalion into Mogadishu. This was to be the 
initial element of a three-thousand-man UN peacekeeping force au- 
thorized by Security Council Resolution 751. The city was divided by 
a demarcation line reminiscent of the Cyprus Green Line, which had 
separated two (in that case Greek and Turkish) major warring fac- 
tions. In Mogadishu Aidid was on one side and his archenemy Ali 
Mahdi on the other. By the time Brigadier General Libutti was re- 
placed by U.S. Marine Brigadier General Paul A. Fratarangelo on No- 
vember 11, 1992, the operation had already delivered fifty million 
meals and about fifteen thousand tons of other humanitarian cargo, 
but the situation in Mogadishu was not improving. 

The American commander had hoped to be able to turn over a 
successful mission to UN-chartered civilian air transports by January 
1993, but the aid material was still not reaching the people for whom 
it was intended; instead, all of it was snatched by armed clansmen 
within hours of delivery. By mid-November Aidid even began 
shelling merchant ships in the harbor, and his technicals basically 
closed the ports to shipping. The situation on the ground had deteri- 
orated into disorder and sheer mayhem. The Pakistani battalion 
proved unable to enforce order on the ground and remained hun- 
kered in billets in the port, outnumbered by the clan forces, who pos- 
sessed more and heavier weapons. 


CHAPTER 13 


President Clinton Crosses the Mogadishu Line 


1995 


The situation in Somalia appeared dismal as 1993 began and Presi- 
dent Bill Clinton took office. More than a half million Somalis had 
already died from war and starvation, and a million more were ex- 
pected to die of hunger. One million had fled to either Kenya or 
Ethiopia, where they were suffering just as much. The famine had not 
abated despite the UN relief effort. The constant bombardment of 
gruesome pictures on American and Western television, showing 
starving children with distended stomachs and the marauding clans- 
men dashing around the capital stealing UN relief goods, proved too 
much for the West and the UN leadership. They wanted action. How- 
ever, the senior military leaders in the United States were initially op- 
posed to going in with significant ground forces. The success of the 
Gulf War had proved the now-accepted policy among military advo- 
cates that if one entered a conflict, no matter how benign it appeared, 
one went in only with decisive force and with clear and concise goals. 
Moral indignation was widespread, but a national policy was elusive. 
The American press had dubbed the military’s hesitancy “the Powell 
Doctrine.” 

In this case the moral outrage of the American public was 
matched in kind by that of UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros- 
Ghali. He was the first to request directly that the United States pro- 
vide a plan of intervention on the ground to enforce delivery of the 
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badly needed relief material. At first his request appeared hazy; se- 
nior military officers asked what outcome would constitute winning. 
Involvement appeared to be endless. Although most military leaders 
still urged caution, General Powell’s Joint Chiefs of Staff designed a 
plan to send two divisions—one marine, one army-to provide secu- 
rity for the distribution of relief supplies. The fresh effort would be 
called Operation Restore Hope. It seemed a simple and straightfor- 
ward task: escort the relief shipments with a multinational force com- 
posed of armed formations of highly trained and disciplined troops 
with modern weapons and fend off theft by a mixed force of oppos- 
ing rabble—poorly equipped and barely trained local Somali clans- 
men. The mission was envisioned as a limited armed operation to get 
humanitarian assistance to the people of Somalia using a massive 
show of force against those resisting the distribution of the relief. 

The United Nations passed Resolution 794 on December 3, 1992, 
giving the United States the lead “to establish as soon as possible a 
secure environment for humanitarian relief operations.” The UN res- 
olution further authorized the use of force to defeat any threat to in- 
ternational security and “to restore peace, stability, and law and order 
with a view to facilitating the process of a political settlement under 
the auspices of the United Nations.” No Security Council resolution 
had ever authorized such an extensive interference in a member 
state’s internal affairs, not even the UN vote to enter the Korean War 
in 1950. 

On December 4, 1992, President Bush announced that the United 
States would lead the intervention for the United Nations. Though 
the UN resolution was wide in its scope, the U.S. government chose 
to get the task done quickly. “This operation is not open-ended,” 
Bush said. “We will not stay one day longer than is absolutely neces- 
sary. Let me be very clear: our mission is humanitarian, but we will 
not tolerate armed gangs ripping off their own people, condemning 
them to death by starvation. General Hoar and his troops have the 
authority to take whatever military action is necessary to safeguard 
the lives of our troops and the lives of the Somali people.”! 

Even before Resolution 794 passed, General Powell directed Gen- 
eral Hoar to provide security to the transportation facilities in 
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Mogadishu on December 2. Within a few days a U.S. Navy amphibi- 
ous squadron composed of USS Tripoli, Juneau, and Rushmore, with 
SEAL and Special Boat Units embarked, arrived off the coast of So- 
malia. The availability of the U.S. Navy to project such power on 
short notice paid off. One aspect of the situation was similar to what 
the Americans had faced in short-fused operations in Grenada and 
Panama: Satisfactory charts and beach studies of the Somalia coast 
were not available; therefore, the SEALs and Special Boat Units ac- 
companying the force conducted a hydrographic reconnaissance to 
chart the beaches. First, they executed a preliminary reconnaissance, 
and then they swam into Mogadishu Harbor on December 7 through 
strong currents and raw sewage. The swimmers found the harbor suit- 
able to support the large maritime prepositioning ships. The follow- 
ing night, they led the first wave of marines in their amphibious 
tractors to the beaches, only to be met by a large group from the 
news media who were quick to play up the combat readiness of the 
force as belying its benevolent mission. 

Ten days later American SEALs swam out from the French navy 
frigate Dupliex and surveyed the port of Chisimayu to the south of 
the capital. This was the first mission during which American forces 
received hostile fire from local armed gangs. There were no casual- 
ties. 

The Central Command order activating the operation read: 
“When directed by the National Command Authorities, Commander 
in Chief Central Command will conduct combined operations in So- 
malia to secure the major air and sea ports, key installations and food 
distribution points, to provide open and free passage of relief sup- 
plies, to provide security for convoys and relief organizations and as- 
sist UN/nongovernmental organizations in providing humanitarian 
relief under UN auspices.” The directive said nothing about encoun- 
tering or disarming the local gangs, but soon it grew clear that the 
United Nations wished the Americans to disarm the Somali warring 
factions. Although realizing the need for some disarming to ensure 
the safe flow of humanitarian relief, General Hoar did not envision 
rendering the entire scene safe for relief operations. There was a wide 
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margin between what the UN resolution called for and what Presi- 
dent Bush had ordered his military to achieve. 

General Hoar focused the operation on the nine southern districts 
of Somalia, where the situation was the worst. The remaining seven 
northern regions, in what had been British Somaliland, were left to 
the UN to administer. There was initially no opposition. With re- 
markable skill and daring, U.S. Ambassador Robert Oakley, special 
envoy to Somalia, had done a superb job of entering the dens of 
both warring factions and had convinced them, at least temporarily, 
not to challenge the large-scale relief effort and not to antagonize the 
security forces involved. 

U.S. Marine Corps Lieutenant General Robert B. Johnston was 
named to command the Unified Task Force (UNITAF). The lead as- 
sault element was the Fifteenth Marine Expeditionary Unit taken 
from the Third Marine Division in the Far East. The basic unit was 
formed around a battalion landing team of the Ninth Marine Regi- 
ment, the 164th Medium Helicopter Squadron, and the Fifteenth 
Marine Expeditionary Unit Service Support Group from the three- 
ship USS Tripoli amphibious group. The Fifteenth Marine Expedi- 
tionary Unit had the capability to take and hóld the port and airport 
of Mogadishu but required reinforcements to stay on the ground for 
any extended period if facing combat against the warlords and their 
heavily armed factions. 

After receiving their equipment from the maritime preposition- 
ing ships that had moved to Mogadishu from Diego Garcia, the 
marines were reinforced by the Seventh Marine Regiment from the 
First Marine Division at Camp Pendleton in California. A total of 
approximately six thousand marines were eventually ashore in Mo- 
gadishu. The remainder of the American forces consisted of the U.S. 
Army Tenth Mountain Division, a light infantry division from Fort 
Drum in New York, which was not equipped with armor. U.S. Air 
Force Air Mobility Command C-141B Starlifters, KC-10A Exten- 
ders, and C-5 Galaxies with additional civilian charters brought in 
the twenty-four thousand U.S. Army troops and one thousand addi- 
tional foreign troops. The USS Ranger battle group with the Aegis 
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cruiser USS Valley Forge was on the scene in support and was later re- 
placed by USS Kitty Hawk. Their mission was to be ready to provide 
carrier air support until the intervention force was reorganized into 
the UNOSOM II in May 1993. Total American forces in Operation 
Restore Hope ashore in Somalia and Kenya and embarked in ships 
offshore reached a total of 25,426. 

On December 28, 1992, the U.S. Special Forces units already in 
Kenya moved to Somalia and joined the operation. Their mission 
was to make initial contact with indigenous factions and leaders, to 
provide information for force protection, and to assess areas for fu- 
ture relief and security operations. The Special Forces were sent to di- 
rectly support the nine designated relief sectors. Between December 
1992 and April 1993 these units captured 277 weapons and destroyed 
more than forty-five thousand pounds of ordnance from the warring 
factions. The Special Forces deployed a civic-action battalion and a 
psychological-warfare task force that produced a Somali-language 
newspaper called Rajo, meaning “truth,” and set up a radio station in 
the U.S. embassy that broadcast in the Somali language. By January 
1993 non-U.S. participation had ballooned to include troops from 
twenty-one countries, a total of thirteen thousand. The largest of 
these units were the First Battalion Royal Australian Regiment, the 
Belgian First Paracommando Battalion, the Botswana Task Force, the 
Canadian Airborne Battle Group, the French Foreign Legion Thir- 
teenth Demi-Brigade, the Italian Task Force, the Royal Moroccan 
Task Force, and the Pakistani peacekeeper battalion. 

By May 1993, after the operation had eased the situation of the 
Somali population and ended the immediate starvation, the com- 
mand of UNITAF was transferred back to the United Nations and 
the intervention force was renamed UNOSOM II. The secretary gen- 
eral named Turkish Lieutenant General Cevik Bir as the overall com- 
mander. Boutros-Boutros Ghali's personal representative was retired 
U.S. Navy Admiral Jonathan Howe, and roughly thirty American of- 
ficers occupied senior positions in the UNOSOM II command struc- 
ture, including the deputy commander, U.S. Army Major General 
Thomas M. Montgomery, under whom all American combat units 
operated. He also held tactical command of the Quick Reaction 
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Force, which began immediately to conduct aggressive operations 
against the Habar-Gedir clan run by Muhammad Aidid. Recognizing 
the reality of the large coalition of American and other military 
forces, the clans initially upheld their promises to Ambassador Oak- 
ley. They all paused in their fighting. 

Within several weeks of the transformation from UNITAF to UN- 
OSOM II, some command problems arose, especially when the U.S. 
Marines were withdrawn. Their removal cut the force from a total of 
thirty-eight thousand to twenty-eight thousand men. Meanwhile, the 
international participation expanded from the initial seven countries 
to a total of thirty-one participating member countries. Many of the 
military elements were poorly paid and inadequately trained units 
from developing countries that participated mainly for prestige or fi- 
nancial reasons. While the initial function of the larger military for- 
mation was to provide a safe environment for the humanitarian relief 
distribution, the force was really unable to do so, since it had not dis- 
armed the warring factions. It had been purposely avoiding that mea- 
sure, since it would have meant opening hostilities against both sides 
in the ongoing civil struggle; moreover, the Americans had been nei- 
ther tasked nor authorized to do that. Now, with a force of twenty- 
eight thousand men, primarily from Africa and Asia, and the 
American Tenth Mountain Division acting as the Quick Reaction 
Force, the United Nations set about to salvage the situation. It pro- 
posed (1) to disarm the factions on both sides, (2) to establish a po- 
lice force and judicial system, and (3) to repatriate refugees and urge 
the country toward a national reconciliation. In other words, the mis- 
sion had changed from providing security for humanitarian relief to 
“nation building.” 


On June 5, 1993, General Muhammad Farah Aidid’s Somali Na- 
tional Alliance forces ambushed a detachment from the United Na- 
tion’s Pakistani battalion. Twenty-four men were brutally slaughtered, 
some of them mutilated and skinned alive. In response to this provo- 
cation, General Hoar at Central Command immediately requested 
four AC-130 gunship aircraft to strike back at Aidid’s gunmen. By 
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June 7 four U.S. Air Force Special Operations AC-130 Hercules gun- 
ships arrived. Using their rapid-fire machine guns, 105mm howitzers, 
and 40mm cannons, they carried out thirty-two missions against 
Aidid’s factions beginning on June 12, eventually forcing him into 
hiding. The gunships demolished two weapons-storage facilities and 
an armored vehicle compound. The United Nations subsequently de- 
clared the Somali National Alliance an illegal faction, and the secre- 
tary general’s representative, Admiral Jonathan Howe, offered a 
$25,000 reward for Aidid. The joint UN forces then raided his resi- 
dence but did not capture him. 

The campaign against the warlord soon took on the tone of a per- 
sonal feud between Jonathan Howe and Muhammad Aidid that, 
ironically, took on the characteristics of a struggle by Somali clan 
chiefs. Howe requested the use of America’s roughest men, its Special 
Forces, to go after the evasive clansman. The request was denied, and 
Howe pursued Aidid with the forces he had at hand. He sent helicop- 
ters with broadcast speakers to warn civilians of ongoing operations, 
a tactic that was soon ridiculed by the Somalis. 

The American forces on the ground in Somalia were primarily 
conventional troops and did not have the capability for a smash-and- 
grab operation like the Delta Force, so Admiral Howe again sought 
approval from President Clinton to deploy and use Special Forces. 
The president again denied the request on the grounds that their de- 
ployment might derail ongoing diplomatic negotiations, and again 
the UN commanders on the scene took action with the forces they 
had on hand. 

On June 17 a Multinational Force of Italian, Pakistani, French, 
and Moroccan soldiers attacked Aidid’s compound and searched each 
building, to no avail. On July 12 the UN Quick Reaction Force 
launched 16 TOW antitank missiles from helicopters against the 
Abdi House, a major Aidid military command center. The attack was 
conducted without warning and caused heavy Somali casualties: 73 
killed and 250 injured. Following that attack, four Western journalists 
who rushed in to cover the scene were killed by an angry mob, The 
journalists’ deaths enraged the West, just as the missile attack had in- 
censed the locals, whose fury was focused against the United Nations 


President Clinton Crosses the Mogadishu Line 177 


in general and the United States in particular. Open and vicious war- 
fare soon developed on the streets of Mogadishu. 

On August 8 a devastating Somali car bomb killed four American 
soldiers; two weeks later another injured seven more Americans. The 
troops assigned to the United Nations to provide humanitarian assis- 
tance to the Somalis did not have the muscle or the means to per- 
form their mission. They were insufficient in numbers and backed 
with inadequate heavy weapons and armor. Furthermore, they lacked 
the special training and ability needed to conduct selective raids to 
neutralize the leaders of the warring factions. 

The U.S. Special Forces did have that capability and could have 
been effectively employed had they been supported by the requisite 
armor. Although well-trained and well-equipped, the Tenth U.S. 
Mountain Division, the Pakistanis, the Italians, and the Malaysians 
were all light infantry. None possessed the heavy weapons or armor 
now needed to subdue the aroused Somalis arrayed against the 
United Nations. Their usefulness declined as the conflict escalated. 
The armor requested by General Montgomery, the American ground 
commander, was denied by Secretary of Defense Les Aspin and 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Colin Powell. Then, 
after more deaths of American troops, Chairman Powell reversed 
himself and requested the use of Special Forces, which President 
Clinton finally approved. 

On August 22 Secretary of Defense Aspin directed the deploy- 
ment of the Joint Special Operations Force to Somalia. Named Task 
Force Ranger, it was ordered to capture Muhammad Aidid. The com- 
mand and control structure of this unit was unique. In accordance 
with the Goldwater-Nichols Defense Reorganization Act, which spec- 
ified the functions of the unified commander, such а commander-in 
this case, General Hoar at Central Command, located at McDill Air 
Force Base in Florida—was entitled to organize his forces as he de- 
sired. General Hoar directed that the commander of Task Force 
Ranger, U.S. Army Major General William Garrison, report to him 
directly from Somalia. Task Force Ranger would not fall under the 
UN command and at all times would remain under U.S. operational 
command and control General Garrison would coordinate his 
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Ranger operations with Major General Thomas M. Montgomery, the 
commander of all other U.S. forces in Somalia. 

The American commander planned a three-phase operation. The 
first phase would be to quietly install Task Force Ranger in Mo- 
gadishu and get it operational. The second phase would be to find 
and localize Aidid. The third phase would be to target his entire 
command structure and to capture him dead or alive. The conflict 
was personal: Aidid became the political objective of the escalating 
American effort. Task Force Ranger arrived in Mogadishu on August 
28, a force of 450 men, mostly U.S. Army Rangers with a detachment 
of army Delta Force operators, Navy SEALs, and air force special tac- 
tics personnel with their distinct helicopters. During late August and 
September 1993, the task force conducted six missions into Mo- 
gadishu, using helicopters and ground vehicles to reach their targets. 
All of these were tactical successes in which some of Aidid’s close as- 
sociates were seized. Although Aidid was not caught, his movements 
were severely restricted. Task Force Ranger’s first success was the cap- 
ture of Osman Ato, Aidid’s chief arms supplier and finance man. As 
the missions continued, a growing number of captured Aidid men 
were taken to a confinement camp outside of Chisimayu. 

Aidid’s international relations adviser, Muhammad Hassan Awale, 
later admitted in interviews with westerners that the Somali forces 
chose to focus their increasingly violent action against the United 
Nations in general and against Americans in particular, since the lat- 
ter represented the most visible arm of UN action. To incite the 
Americans to further actions they intensified their efforts to engage 
U.S. forces. After watching the initial Task Force Ranger operations, 
Aidid had concluded that the most vulnerable chink in the Rangers’ 
armor was the helicopters upon which the majority of their opera- 
tions depended. The use of Black Hawk helicopters in low-level 
flights over the city had given Aidid’s men the idea that to exact a 
punishing ambush they need only shoot down one of these helicop- 
ters, which would then act as a magnet to draw in a sizable relief-and- 
rescue force against which the Somalis could concentrate their 
efforts. The idea of downing a helicopter had intrigued Aidid for 
some time, and his knowledge and understanding of the American 
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fighting man’s code of loyalty was key to his plan. He would draw 
the Rangers into a location of his choosing where he could concen- 
trate a massive number of his rabble in arms and gain a major victory 
against the Americans? Aidid’s gunners began to concentrate on 
using rocket-launched grenades and heavy machine-gun fire to dam- 
age a low-flying helicopter. Aidid was aware that intelligence was 
being sent from the team employed by the Rangers and he did not 
try to stop it. Rather, he used it as a means to lure the Rangers so that 
his men could hit and, with some luck, bring down one or more of 
the Black Hawks. 

In late August, following the initial Ranger missions, Aidid sent a 
personal letter to former president Jimmy Carter requesting that he 
intervene with an independent commission “composed of interna- 
tionally known statesmen, scholars, and jurists from different coun- 
tries,” to investigate the claims that Aidid was responsible for the 
massacre of the twenty-four Pakistani soldiers. Aidid claimed that the 
mob action had been caused by the American gunship attack against 
his Radio Mogadishu. He asked for an independent mediator to set- 
tle the dispute with the United Nations. Carter obtained President 
Clinton’s approval for the negotiations, and he began working qui- 
etly with the State Department to obtain intercession through the 
Ethiopian and Eritrean governments. Carter’s plan sought an imme- 
diate cease-fire; Aidid was to leave the country until a multinational 
inquiry had been completed. The plan also proposed a series of re- 
construction talks for November 1993. The Americans were certain 
that Aidid’s new willingness to talk was based on the severe pressure 
exerted by Task Force Ranger. Thus, in the midst of the manhunt, the 
U.S. government opened secret negotiations with Aidid, and neither 
the U.S. military commanders in Mogadishu nor those at the Joint 
Special Operations Command in Florida were notified. 

Working on the Carter plan to end the confrontation peacefully, 
UN special envoy Admiral Howe flew to Djibouti and Addis Ababa. 
He returned on October 3, 1993, the day that General Garrison’s 
troops launched their seventh and last raid, one based on an unusu- 
ally urgent intelligence report that Aidid and his two leading lieu- 
tenants were meeting in a building near the Olympic Hotel in the 
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central district of the teeming Bakara Market in Mogadishu, the 
roughest center of Aidid’s territory. At 3:32 P.M. Black Hawk helicop- 
ters carrying both assault and blocking forces took off from the 
Ranger base at Mogadishu Airport. Three minutes later a ground con- 
voy made up primarily of Humvees and trucks departed the Ranger 
base. By 3:42 the ground convoy had arrived at the target location 
just as the air-dropped blocking force was setting up perimeter posi- 
tions and the assault force was searching the building and taking 
twenty-four of Aidid’s key supporters captive. The ground team came 
under fierce fire, more intense than any it had ever encountered on 
previous missions. While team members were loading the prisoners 
onto trucks, one MH-60 Black Hawk was hit and downed by a rocket- 
propelled grenade. Concentrated fire against the low-flying helicopter 
succeeded, and the Black Hawk crashed three blocks from the target 
building. 

In a predictable move, the six-man element of the Ranger block- 
ing force ran to the scene of the downed helicopter. Two additional 
helicopters, an MH-6 Little Guy and an additional Black Hawk carry- 
ing a fifteen-man search-and-rescue team, also hurried to the scene of 
the crash. The first to arrive was the MH-6, which, in a fierce firefight, 
collected two wounded crewmen and evacuated them to a military 
hospital. The six-man blocking element then arrived at the site of the 
downed helicopter with the search-and-rescue helicopter. As the last 
two men of the fifteen-man rescue team were sliding down their fast 
ropes, their MH-60 was hit by a rocket-propelled grenade. The two 
men on the ropes reached the ground safely, and the helicopter 
limped back to the airport. In the meantime, two more Black Hawks 
were hit, one crashing less than a mile from the first downed helicop- 
ter. Another Black Hawk was hit broadside by rocket-propelled 
grenades but returned successfully to the airport. A mob of Somali 
gunmen overran the second crash site and, despite an intense fight, 
killed all aboard with the exception of the pilot, U.S. Army Chief 
Warrant Officer Michael Durant, whom they captured. He was saved 
at the site by an elderly Somali man who spirited him away from the 
mob and took him to Aidid. 

Meanwhile, after loading their prisoners onto the ground convoy 
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while under a heavy fusillade of small-arms fire, the remainder of the 
assault force made their way on foot to the first crash site, where they 
set up defensive positions in surrounding buildings and held the So- 
mali mob at bay while they treated their wounded and extricated the 
pilot’s body from the wrecked Black Hawk. The truck convoy with 
the detainees aboard was unable to find the remainder of the Rangers 
at the crash site and, amid withering small-arms fire from all direc- 
tions, finally returned to base, losing two five-ton trucks and sustain- 
ing numerous casualties and heavy damage to all vehicles. As the 
convoy was returning, it encountered another outbound convoy at- 
tempting to reach the second crash site. The wounded were trans- 
ferred to vehicles that then returned to the airport, while the 
remainder of the group fought its way back to the second helicopter’s 
crash site. A company from Quick Reaction Force’s Tenth Mountain 
Division was pinned down by throngs of Somali clansmen during 
the attempt and forced to retreat to the airport base with support 
from two additional AH-6 helicopters. 

The American crewmen and Delta operators holding the clans- 
men captive were pinned down and fought for the rest of the day— 
seventeen hours—trying to withdraw from the crowded city center. 
Between five hundred and one thousand Somalis were believed 
killed, and eighteen Americans, including two Delta operators, were 
killed. Michael Durant, the captured American pilot, was subse- 
quently released. One Malaysian soldier and one Moroccan soldier 
who were part of the armored relief column that fought its way in to 
rescue the Americans were killed. Fighting an orderly withdrawal 
against heavy numerical odds is a very difficult thing, even for well- 
disciplined soldiers. 

The decision to attack had been made at the Joint Special Opera- 
tions Command in Florida and relayed directly to Mogadishu. The 
UN commander, General Cevik Bir, was informed just before the 
strike was launched. Admiral Howe was not informed of the planned 
strike and was away conducting negotiations. Neither General Mont- 
gomery nor General Garrison was informed of the peace negotiations 
under way between Aidid and Carter. President Clinton’s response to 
the new situation in Somalia was to withdraw the troops and cut his 
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losses. He initially sent in substantial combat troops as short-term re- 
inforcements but declared that American troops were to be fully 
withdrawn from Somalia by March 31, 1994. The hunt for Aidid was 
abandoned, and U.S. representatives resumed negotiations with the 
warlord. Two weeks later, in a letter to President Clinton, General 
Garrison accepted full responsibility for what had happened in the 
battle. This incident resulted in Presidential Decision Directive 25 of 
March 1994, which stated that U.S. support for peacekeeping opera- 
tions must be contingent on a conflict’s threat to international peace 
and security, or on a determination that the operation “serves U.S. 
interests.” 

In Somalia, a loosely organized mob achieved astonishing success 
using their numbers and an assortment of knives and small arms 
against highly trained U.S. Special Forces. The Americans lost the 
fight in the streets of Mogadishu to a mixture of citizens and warlord 
gangs. Even though the Somalis suffered hundreds of casualties ver- 
sus eighteen for the Americans, the United States was forced to with- 
draw. The defeat doomed the entire UN intervention to certain 
failure. 


PART SIX 


William J. Clinton: 
On the Edge of the Balkans 
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CHAPTER 14 


Intervention in Bosnia 


1991-1999 


Historians, journalists, and experts disagree over the nature of the wars 
that have afflicted the Balkans during the past decade. There are in 
print hundreds of historical studies, articles, eyewitness stories, mem- 
oirs, analyses, and other accounts of the wars. Opinions about the 
roots of the conflict abound, and simple explanations—ancient ethnic 
hatreds, demagogues, the termination of Western loans—are incom- 
plete. Complex explanations, which the Clinton administration em- 
braced, tended to create paralysis in Washington, because they 
implied complex, messy solutions that were not implemented easily. 

Perhaps a serviceable way to explain these most recent wars in the 
Balkans is to paraphrase Thucydides, historian of a war that took 
place twenty-four centuries earlier in the southern end of the Balkan 
Peninsula. What made the twentieth-century Balkan wars inevitable 
was the growth of Serb power and the fear this caused among the 
other peoples of Yugoslavia. The fears of Slovenes, Croats, Muslims, 
and Serbs who lived in minority clusters in the various republics ac- 
celerated the movement for decentralization when the Communist 
glue that had held the republics together for forty years of Tito’s cen- 
tral control melted way. 

In 1980, with the death of Tito (Josip Broz), ethnic hostility 
seemed tamed. Intermarriage between Catholic Croats, Muslim 
Bosnians, and Orthodox Serbs, while not commonplace, was widely 
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accepted, reaching a total of one-fifth of the Yugoslav populace. But 
hungry power brokers caused more discord with hate propaganda in 
their relentless quest for political power. Slobodan Milosevic, the am- 
bitious Serbian Communist apparatchik who became president of 
Yugoslavia in the late 1980s, deliberately reminded the Serbs of the 
terrible atrocities committed against them by the Croats during the 
Nazi occupation of the 1940s. Then, in a moment of virulent anti- 
Muslim hate-mongering, Milosevic yanked away the autonomous sta- 
tus of the Albanian-dominated Kosovo in 1989 and proclaimed his 
quest for a Greater Serbia. In early 1990, Croat leader Franjo Tudj- 
man, a venomous nationalist demagogue, returned from exile. He 
adopted many of the fascist trappings of Croatia’s recent past while 
building a corrupt nationalist one-party dictatorship in Zagreb. The 
Serb-Croat rivalry polarized the newly independent Bosnian Repub- 
lic, and both factions turned against the Bosnian Muslims. Even 
moderates were compelled to accept the theme of Bosnian leader 
Alija Izetbegovic, who reminded all Bosnians of the Muslims’ long- 
standing victimization at the hands of both Serbs and Croats. 

By 1990, after Yugoslavia had achieved a better life for its citizens 
and an economy that approached European levels of free-market suc- 
cess, the new political despots reversed all their postwar gains. Each 
new tyrant surrounded himself with cronies who were outright crimi- 
nals, and each sought to trump the others by seizing disputed territory 
for his cause. In a land steeped in a history of hatred and intolerance, 
these were not difficult tasks for new Balkan tyrants weaned on the 
unscrupulous methods of the Communist party. The collapse of 
Communist ideology and the subsequent vacuum of authority pro- 
vided these despots with fertile fields for their work. The Yugoslav 
populace, content with the moderate economic success given to them 
by Tito’s government, and still imbued with the Communist- 
imposed behavior of passive acquiescence, proved easily led. 

While the world watched in horror, murder and mayhem in 
Bosnia accelerated to a level unknown in Europe since the years of 
the Nazis. Europe, the United Nations, and the United States wrung 
their hands in dismay but found it difficult to contemplate interven- 
tion until the flood of refugees and the sight of horrible suffering 
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daily on the news reached unbearable levels. Overcome by the guilt 
of standing idly by, they finally took action. First under President 
George Bush and then under Bill Clinton, the United States had 
sought to avoid direct intervention in Bosnia. It was not our war, ac- 
cording to Bush’s secretary of state, James Baker; the Europeans cer- 
tainly had more interest than did the United States. As a candidate in 
1992 Clinton promised to do more but was vague about the specifics. 
President Bush finally approved aid and assistance that year and sent 
naval and air forces to join the sea and air arms embargoes but re- 
fused to participate on the ground with UN peacekeepers. As the 
new president, Clinton hesitated to lead the introduction of robust 
combat forces in May 1993. Later he succumbed to the prevailing 
moral outrage and sent in a token ground force to join Scandinavian 
peacekeepers in Macedonia, where no fighting was going on, as a de- 
terrent against spillover into that republic. In Bosnia two years of war 
followed. 

In August 1995 a reconstituted Croatian army drove the last of 
the Serb forces out of western Croatia. The victorious Croats soon 
had the Serbs retreating in neighboring Bosnia. With this ad hoc ally 
on the ground willing to fight, President Clinton committed U.S. air- 
power to a NATO bombing campaign against the Serbs. This com- 
bined ground and air offensive forced the Serbs to the bargaining 
table in less than two months. The result was the Dayton peace ac- 
cords, which ended open warfare and most of the bloodshed in 
Bosnia. 


Tito’s legacy of stability in Yugoslavia had already slowly begun to 
unwind following his death in May 1980. His masterfully crafted “All 
People’s Defense” had held the disparate forces of the eight republics 
and autonomous regions together until 1991, when Slovenia and 
Croatia sought to extract themselves from Yugoslavia’s federation, 
which they saw coming under Serb domination. The leaders of the re- 
publics of Slovenia, Croatia, and Bosnia, who predicted bloody re- 
sults ahead, appealed to the United States to help them become 
independent peacefully. But President George Bush, who was already 
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trying hard to discourage the creeping nationalism that was fragment- 
ing the Soviet Union, strongly favored preserving the integrity of 
Yugoslavia to avert a similar splintering there. Yugoslav President Slo- 
bodan Milosevic interpreted that stance as a green light for unleash- 
ing force to keep Slovenia, Croatia, and Bosnia from seceding. 

As the Yugoslav secession crisis loomed, the United States and the 
European Union tried desperately to prevent bloodshed. President 
Bush sent Secretary of State James Baker to try to hold things to- 
gether. He flew to Belgrade on June 21, 1991, directly from a meeting 
in Berlin of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(CSCE), carrying with him a statement committing all thirty-six 
CSCE members to unity, reform, human rights, and a peaceful solu- 
tion of the crisis in Yugoslavia. Baker met with the Yugoslav prime 
minister and foreign minister and the leaders of all six Yugoslav re- 
publics, as well as Vojvodina and Kosovo.! But his words fell on deaf 
ears. The Belgrade leaders vowed to use the Yugoslav army to force 
cohesion of the state. Baker appealed to Slovenian President Milan 
Kuchan and Croatian President Franjo Tudjman. He pointed out 
that the best way to preserve the rights of minorities in each repub- 
lic was to remain a united Yugoslavia. He warned that the United 
States would not recognize unilateral secession that would lead to vi- 
olence.? The mission failed and the republics went their separate 
ways. Kiro Gligorov, the leader of Macedonia, and Alija Izetbegovic 
from Bosnia and Herzegovina tried in vain to hold Yugoslavia to- 
gether, accurately predicting that if Slovenia and Croatia successfully 
seceded, serious violence would follow in their own republics be- 
cause of the large Muslim presence. Slovenia and Croatia declared in- 
dependence on June 25, 1991, and two days later fighting erupted in 
Slovenia in what was to become the first of three bloody wars that 
cost the lives of more than one hundred thousand and drove millions 
from their homes. 

The Slovenes won their secession first, in July 1991, after a brief ten- 
day fight and a standoff in which numbers, heavy weapons, and equip- 
ment greatly favored the Yugoslav army. Yugoslav troops had promptly 
moved north to challenge Slovenian independence and to reinforce 
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their own units already stationed there. In a brilliant campaign, Sloven- 
ian territorial troops isolated the road-bound columns. They also sur- 
rounded and captured more than forty thousand Yugoslav army troops 
in their barracks and ended the fight with minimal casualties. 

The fight for Croatia with its large Serb minority was prolonged 
and more bloody. Milosevic claimed that the Yugoslav army had the 
right to intervene to protect Serb minorities there once Croatia de- 
cided to secede. After Croatia proclaimed independence, Yugoslav 
army and Serbian paramilitary forces were able to gain control over 
substantial chunks of Croatia, operating primarily with local guerrilla 
units, made up of Serb gangs living in scattered Croatian enclaves 
and gangs from Serbia. Vicious fighting continued in Croatia until 
early 1992. By then Croatia had lost a third of its territory, and Serbia 
had also become embroiled in Bosnia. The European Union and the 
United Nations finally negotiated a halt in the fighting. Veteran U.S. 
diplomat Cyrus Vance, working with the European Union, had man- 
aged to negotiate a cease-fire in the disputed regions of Croatia, call- 
ing for a temporary arrangement in which UN peacekeepers would 
protect the minorities. Led by Germany, which had a long, close as- 
sociation with Slovenia and Croatia, the European Union formally 
recognized the two newly independent states on December 16, 1992, 
and began to send in relief material. The precipitous European recog- 
nition of the new Balkan states hastened the Balkans' plunge into 
open warfare. 


In Bosnia, elections in late 1990 had produced a parliament of 
ninety-nine Muslims, eighty-five Serbs, and forty-nine Croats, pro- 
portions that roughly matched the population as a whole. Bosnian 
Muslims made up roughly 44 percent of the Bosnian population and 
lived mostly in the urban areas of Sarajevo and larger towns. Muslims 
also dominated population centers in easternmost Bosnia, along the 
Drina River, which formed the border with Serbia. The Croats con- 
trolled much of the southern area of Bosnia and Herzegovina, mak- 
ing up roughly a fifth of the population. Much of the remainder of 
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Bosnia’s rural area was inhabited by Serbs, who wasted no time link- 
ing up with their benefactors in Belgrade and fought tooth and nail 
to prevent Bosnia from becoming independent. The leader of the 
Muslims, Alija Izetbegovic, sought to form a government of national 
unity by including members of all three groups in major parties, even 
though he could have excluded the Serbs. It soon became apparent 
that the Serbs were intent on the partition of Bosnia and on seizing 
for themselves the lion’s share of territory. Most of Bosnia’s Muslims 
were fully secularized and therefore uninterested in a Muslim Bosnia 
based on Islamic principles. The Croats were not in favor of partition 
but reluctantly fell in with the Serbs. In March 1992, Bosnian Presi- 
dent Izetbegovic, seeing little hope of a reconciliation with the Serbs, 
and despite U.S. State Department advice, declared Bosnia indepen- 
dent from Yugoslavia. The stage was set for a bloody three-way fight. 
The end of the fighting in Croatia meant that Serb strength in the re- 
gion had increased. With Belgrade running the show, the Serbs took 
the initiative in Bosnia using the Yugoslav army—by this time made 
up almost entirely of Serbs—as the primary strike force. The role of 
the Yugoslav army in the strife that followed in Bosnia and eventually 
Kosovo is key to understanding the Balkan tragedy of the 1990s. 

The Yugoslav People’s Army was the third largest regular land 
force in Europe in 1948. At Tito’s death in May 1980 it numbered 
220,000, but it declined to 170,000 by 1992 following the loss of con- 
scripts from the newly independent Slovenia and Croatia. Embodied 
for forty years within the Yugoslav army’s officer corps was Tito’s 
principle of proportional representation of the area’s variety of na- 
tionalities. The Yugoslav army traditionally condemned nationalism 
and chauvinism in Yugoslavia, and many dedicated Titoists in the 
army were opposed to the rebirth of the Serbian nationalism that 
brought Slobodan Milosevic to power in the late 1980s. The army 
tried in vain to reverse the decentralization and disintegration of 
Tito’s Yugoslavia, but in March 1991, the self-styled Staff of the 
Supreme Command of the Armed Forces of Yugoslavia issued its 
first decree, effectively shedding civilian control of the military. Fol- 
lowing that decree the Yugoslav army began functioning openly as a 
fully autonomous entity of the only two remaining Yugoslav re- 
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publics, Serbia and Montenegro. Then, to weaken national and re- 
gional identity, the predominant Serbs manipulated the army’s trans- 
formation into a “Serboslav” culture. The Yugoslav army had been 
forced to reorganize quickly after its abortive campaign to keep 
Slovenia in the Yugoslav fold in June 1991. By December of the same 
year it had completed its transition to an all-Serb force and began to 
redeploy into Bosnia. Code-named Rahm by the Belgrade general 
staff, the plan was accomplished allegedly to protect all minorities in 
a possible future conflict should Bosnia break away from Yugoslavia 
and declare independence, which is exactly what happened. 

During the redeployment process Belgrade covertly provided large 
quantities of arms to local Bosnian Serb forces. By early June 1992, 
the Yugoslav Federal Military Command officially adopted the goal 
of “protecting Serbs” and agreed to station its fourteen thousand 
peacekeeping personnel in the conflict areas. The primary motive be- 
hind the Yugoslav army's initial seizure of large parts of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina in 1992 was to capture the enormous amount of heavy 
weapons and explosives there. Major parts of the Yugoslav army's ar- 
senal were produced in defense factories in Bosnia and Croatia. 
Yugoslavia was among the world's ten largest arms producers, and the 
defense industry was the country's chief source of hard currency. The 
defeats suffered by the Yugoslav army in Slovenia and the agreed 
pullout from most of Croatia in 1992 represented a major loss to the 
Yugoslav defense industry. Nevertheless, the Yugoslav army managed 
to strip and evacuate large quantities of machinery, equipment, and 
technical documentation from many of the defense plants in those 
areas lost and to relocate them in Serbia and Montenegro. Since the 
summer of 1992, the Serbs had reestablished and in some cases 
strengthened their overall defense manufacturing capabilities. 

The first clashes in Bosnia erupted in early 1992 among Serb, 
Muslim, and Croat fighters and quickly accelerated to open slaughter 
of unarmed civilians. Western leaders were unwilling to recognize 
that the action had been carefully planned and directed by the top 
Serb political and military leadership in Belgrade and carried out 
through the general staff of the Yugoslav army. The Bosnian Serbs, 
with the help of the Yugoslav army, gradually seized 70 percent of 
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Bosnia. Despite Milosevic’s repeated denials of Belgrade’s involve- 
ment, the Yugoslav army moved quietly into the Second Yugoslav 
Military District of Sarajevo just before the fledgling Bosnian Serb 
Republic declared its sovereignty on January 14, 1992. Without the 
preemptive move into Sarajevo the Serbs never could have con- 
quered such a large part of Bosnia so quickly. In a 1993 judgment, the 
International Court of Justice in the Hague implicitly recognized that 
Belgrade was directing and supporting Serb military and paramilitary 
forces in Bosnia. The court issued strong legal words of censure 
against Belgrade but stopped short of taking immediate action for 
compensation. The court’s findings reflected a strong worldwide con- 
sensus and damning evidence that the actions of the Bosnian Serbs 
were directed and controlled by Serbian President Slobodan Milose- 
vic in Belgrade. 

Bosnian independence was the last resort of most Muslims, not 
their first choice. The struggle between advocates of independence, 
dominated by the Muslim inner circle, and those opposed, Bosnian 
Serbs in the north and Bosnian Croats in the south, soon erupted 
into violent and vicious slaughter. The governments in Belgrade and 
Zagreb sent armed military factions and bands of paramilitary thugs 
into the contested areas to protect their ethnic populations and to 
grab more territory by evicting Bosnian Muslims from their homes. 
The strife continued for months while the United Nations and Euro- 
peans dithered in despair, wishing for a solution but not daring to in- 
tervene. The United States watched and took little action as the 
carnage in and around Sarajevo ebbed and flowed in bursts of mur- 
derous savagery targeted mostly against helpless civilians. In addition 
to Sarajevo, the Yugoslav army also encircled the Muslim towns of 
Banja Luka, Bihac, Gorazde, Tuzla, and Zepa. Further south in 
Herzegovina the Croats, assisted by their home forces from Zagreb, 
attacked and destroyed much of the ancient town of Mostar. Eigh- 
teen months of grisly killing gave birth to the term ethnic cleansing, 
which grew into a common practice in the Balkans for those who 
wielded the most firepower in a given area. When the Serbs and 
Croats were not busy slaughtering whole Muslim towns, they fought 
each other. 
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On February 21, 1992, after much soul-searching, the United Na- 
tions called for the deployment of UN peacekeeping forces to pro- 
tect relief supplies to be sent initially to Croatia and then Bosnia. The 
United Nations established the UN Protection Force (UNPROFOR) 
to guarantee the delivery of supplies, to verify cease-fires, and to dis- 
arm the combatants. The UN granted the protection force license to 
use armed convoys to escort relief supplies sent to beleaguered en- 
claves in Croatia. UNPROFOR’s other missions were to demilitarize 
certain areas designated as UN-protected zones, to supervise the dis- 
armament of civilians, to assist local law enforcement, to guarantee 
safe passages of humanitarian convoys returning resettled minorities 
to their homes, and to monitor the evacuation of the wounded. 

Further efforts to stabilize and restore the region followed: On 
June 29, 1992, the United Nations Security Council passed Resolution 
761, rushing humanitarian assistance to Sarajevo and its suburbs. In 
September, Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali recommended 
placing the relief efforts of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 
under UNPROFOR protection. In October, Resolution 781 imple- 
mented a no-fly zone over Bosnia to protect the Muslim refugees from 
Serb airpower, and requested its enforcement by UNPROFOR until 
the task was taken over by NATO six months later. In November, Res- 
olution 787 deployed observers to the Bosnian borders “to enforce 
compliance of the arms embargo on Bosnia and the sanctions on Ser- 
bia.” Sea and air exclusion zones were also put into place to try to stop 
the inflow of external aid to the warring parties. Unfortunately, these 
controls did little to stem the flow of the banned materials controlled 
by smugglers and criminals backed by the Serbian and Bosnian lead- 
ers. The embargoes merely entrenched at the head of extortion and 
bribery rings Serb authorities who amassed vast personal fortunes 
from the sanctions while their people suffered. 

Tito’s concept of All Yugoslav National Defense had ensured that 
ample arms and ammunitions were stashed throughout the hills of 
Yugoslavia during the long and precarious cold war. As a result there 
were sufficient arms for all, even without imports from abroad. Serb 
and Croat forces seized most of these supplies, so any embargoes 
hurt only the underarmed Muslim forces, who were barely scraping 
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by on the few deliveries coming in secretly from sympathetic Muslim 
countries. Much of these came through Croatia, whose government 
exacted its own cut. 

UN humanitarian assistance began to flow into the Balkans in Oc- 
tober 1992. The UN resolution authorized member states to inter- 
vene to guarantee the arrival of relief shipments with or without 
invitation by the republics of Croatia and Bosnia. Initially UNPRO- 
FOR was to ensure that the relief supplies reached the needy in Croa- 
tia alone, but in October its mandate was expanded to provide 
convoys to escort aid to Muslim enclaves in Bosnia. A civilian inter- 
national relief organization put together by the European Union co- 
ordinated with the UN armed force to deliver the relief supplies. 

Unlike the combined civilian-military effort designed to help the 
Kurds in northern Iraq in 1991, UNPROFOR lacked muscle and the 
will to use force. The UN force was lightly armed and could not 
compete against the Serbs with their heavy weapons and armor. The 
UN peacekeepers were deployed to Muslim-controlled areas prima- 
Шу because the Serbs simply refused to allow them in Serb- 
controlled areas. This soon created the appearance that the United 
Nations was supporting the Bosnian Muslims exclusively and con- 
tributed to the perception that the whole world was arrayed against 
the Serbs, a view that gradually spread until the entire Balkan popula- 
tion of Serbs, from Belgrade to the Albanian borders, embraced the 
idea of widespread anti-Serb persecution. Milosevic capitalized on 
this view with great skill to bolster the Serb national spirit through 
the very end of the conflict in Kosovo in 1999. To most involved in 
the Balkans it seemed that “the Serbs had all the guns, while the Mus- 
lims got all the publicity. Admiral Leighton Smith, the NATO 
Southern Allied Forces commander from 1994 to 1996, explained 
that the inclination of the Balkan peoples, including children of all 
competing factions, to swallow the party line was uncanny. After vis- 
iting schools of all the sides-Muslim schools in Sarajevo, Serb 
schools in Alija, and Croat schools in Mostar- Admiral Smith ob- 
served that the youngsters in each case were totally indoctrinated by 
their own side. Muslim children inquired when NATO would begin 
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pursuing Serb and Croat war criminals, whereas Serb children asked 
why the United Nations and whole world were against the Serbs. 
This united front was the unfortunate residue of years of Communist 
education, when the public accepted everything it was fed by the 
government-controlled press, and to doubt, question, or challenge 
official news was taboo. Each of the three disparate groups presented 
its own version of propaganda, which was duly swallowed by highly 
motivated and fanatical believers of all ages. 

As soon as the Serbs realized that the UN peacekeepers were re- 
luctant to use force of any kind, they quickly began to harass and 
bully the aid workers until the relief effort was rendered completely 
ineffective. Belgian Lieutenant General Francis Briquemont, the UN 
military commander in Bosnia from 1992 to 1994, complained, 
"There is a fantastic gap between all these Security Council resolu- 
tions and the means available to execute them." Admiral Leighton 
Smith concurred: "The UN Protection Forces were ordered to avoid 
using force at all costs."* The UN forces attempted to remain neutral 
during the vicious fighting and, like the U.S. Marines in Beirut in 
1983, became engrossed with their own protection. 

The United States had chosen not to act despite growing revulsion 
toward the Serbs and the feeble attempts of predominantly Cana- 
dian, French, and British UN peacekeeping forces. The Serbs under- 
took ethnic cleansing in besieged centers, including Banja Luka, 
Bihac, Gorazde, Tuzla, and Zepa, with a vengeance. By November 
1992 an estimated seventeen thousand were dead and roughly half 
the Bosnian population of two million were refugees. Many of the 
Serb military formations in Bosnia by late 1992 were well armed, 
professionally trained, highly motivated, and capable, with heavy 
weapons and armor. There were clearly three warring factions: the 
Muslims and Croats-now in a weak federation—and the Serbs backed 
by Yugoslavia. 

While the fighting continued, the European Union finally prof- 
fered a plan in January 1993 to all sides for an independent Bosnia. 
Designed by Cyrus Vance, a former U.S. secretary of state, and 
David Owen, a former British foreign secretary who represented the 


196 AMERICA’S SPLENDID LITTLE WARS 


European Union, the plan called for a seventy-two-hour cease-fire, 
fifteen days thereafter to withdraw forces from Sarajevo, and forty- 
five days to decamp major forces, as ratified by a constitutional 
agreement. Under the plan Bosnia would become a centralized state 
with ten cantons based as closely as possible on existing ethnic settle- 
ments and having significant local autonomy. But it required the 
Serbs to give up a large part, almost 40 percent, of the territory they 
had already gained. Milosevic compelled the Bosnian Serb leader 
Radovan Karadzic to accept the plan on May 2, 1993. However, 
days later, President Clinton lost confidence in the idea of enforcing 
the plan with American-led NATO military forces on the ground. 
Soon the Bosnian Serbs reversed Karadzic and rejected the Vance- 
Owen plan. 

The Clinton administration’s alternative, lifting the arms embargo 
and backing the UN forces with the threat of NATO air strikes, was 
rejected by the Europeans. America’s forces would remain on the pe- 
riphery of the war in Bosnia for two more years. In a compromise so- 
lution the United States agreed to a plan for a pullback of Yugoslav 
regular army units and the demobilization of the Yugoslav Territorial 
Defense Force under the conditions brokered by the Vance-Owen 
plan. However, the Yugoslav army, under the leadership of Defense 
Minister General Veljko Kadijevic, circumvented the agreement by 
quietly reassigning large numbers of federal Yugoslav regular troops, 
who were mostly Serbs, into the Bosnian Territorial Defense Force 
and police units and by redeploying and further arming the local 
Serb units already fighting in Croatia and preparing to oppose an in- 
dependent Bosnia. The Yugoslav army also quickly handed over to 
Bosnian Serbs large amounts of arms and armored vehicles—more 
than 300 tanks, 100 armored personnel carriers, 250 artillery pieces, 
25 combat aircraft, several dozen Soviet-designed surface-to-air mis- 
siles, and an estimated 80,000 tons of ammunition. 

The Vance-Owen plan demanded that the Yugoslav army adopt 
the policy of “interposition and calming armed conflicts between 
other parties,” but this was like asking the wolves to protect the sheep. 
The Yugoslav army units—still with red stars on their helmets and 
tanks—merely turned a blind eye and let Serb irregulars commit mas- 
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sacres of captured prisoners of war, wounded soldiers, civilians, and 
even children.? The Vance-Owen plan failed to take root, and the 
fighting continued. 

During this time in Washington the Defense Department was 
busily defining what forces would need to be committed to Yugo- 
slavia if the United States was called upon to put an end to the fight- 
ing. It was clear to military authorities that a protracted war on the 
ground in Bosnia was to be avoided at all costs. There was ample his- 
torical precedent to ensure that such an option was out of the ques- 
tion. Lieutenant General Barry McCaffrey, the head planner of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, explained to Congress that a ground force of at 
least four hundred thousand was required to carry out the mission.!? 
Senior military leaders were vehemently opposed to going into 
Bosnia without sufficient force to impose a decisive result. In 1992 
Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney advocated contributing only 
those unique American assets such as airlift, communications, and 
intelligence to European forces to do the job. There was sharp dis- 
agreement between advocates of intervention and the military who 
opposed involvement without adequate commitment. Madeleine AI- 
bright, U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, and military planners 
disagreed on the level of forces needed. In the early months of the 
Clinton administration there was little dialogue between State and 
Defense Department planners to seek an honest evaluation of the 
cost in numbers of troops, time to achieve the mission, and probable 
losses in a U.S. incursion. In such cases the military normally pro- 
vides estimates of the best- and worst-case costs of executing the mis- 
sion. The State Department suspected that General Colin Powell, 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was raising the numbers of 
total troops required in order to sabotage the effort. 

Despite the disagreements on the levels required, the European 
countries led by the United States finally interceded. The United 
Nations began to investigate the plethora of war crimes that could 
no longer be ignored, and to sponsor political negotiations. Existing 
political and economic sanctions against the Serbs were reinforced. 
These late, but nonetheless more potent, UN military measures 
proved more effective; but even though authorized to use force, 
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commanders on the ground were still reluctant to do so. There was 
little incentive for the lightly armed UN peacekeepers to start a 
confrontation with the heavily armed Serbs. The UN peacekeepers 
were not armed, equipped, or backed with enough force to compel 
the Serbs to do anything. There was still the growing perception 
that the United Nations, Europe, and the United States were sup- 
porting the Muslims alone. There was strong concern in Europe that 
an Iranian-backed Muslim state might emerge in the Balkans and 
sponsor terrorism. These fears proved to be exaggerated but seemed 
real to a Europe wary of that threat. Bogdan Muratovic, the head of 
the UN liaison to the Bosnian Muslim forces, was widely known to 
be dealing with Iran for arms and even buying weapons under the 
table from the Serbs they were fighting.!! 

The support for Bosnia shown by some Islamic countries failed to 
transform the struggle into a popular Muslim cause. The lack of 
material support from major powers for the Bosnian government en- 
couraged some Bosnian Muslim leaders to embrace Muslim militancy; 
however, imposing Islamic indoctrination on young people and army 
units and returning women to the custom of wearing veils were not 
widely enforced. Prime Ministers Tansu Ciller of Turkey and Benazir 
Bhutto of Pakistan, neither of whom was considered an Islamic ex- 
tremist, visited Sarajevo once in a futile attempt to galvanize world 
opinion around the belief that the conflict was a desperate struggle 
for survival by ill-fated Bosnian Muslims. According to James Clu- 
nan, a former political counselor in the U.S. embassies in Belgrade 
and Ankara, the Turks tried hard to thwart the radicalization and Is- 
lamization of the Bosnians. The presence of Muslim volunteers and 
mujahideen from Iran, Afghanistan, Libya, Sudan, and Saudi Arabia 
was confirmed but did not become a major factor in the Bosnian war. 

Serbs at one time claimed there were 4,000 Muslim volunteers 
from abroad fighting in Bosnia. There were 160 Turkish volunteers 
confirmed fighting in Bosnia along with the 1,500-man Islamic legion 
Kata’ ib el-Muminin (Phalanx of Believers) also fighting in the Bos- 
nian hills. There were reportedly regular officers from Turkey, Pak- 
istan, and Iran in Bosnia, hardened guerrillas who for years had 
fought in Lebanon and Afghanistan. The presence of a few ragtag 
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mujahideen from failed causes in other areas reinforced the fact that 
the conflict in Bosnia was not a religious war but a vicious struggle 
among political tyrants vying for territory. Most Europeans view the 
Slavic Muslims in Bosnia as the unfortunate result of five hundred 
years of Turkish occupation. In fact, there has been little trend toward 
the entrenchment of Muslim fundamentalism in Bosnia or in Kosovo, 
where the Muslims had been secularized. Mercenaries from other 
lands also joined both the Croat and Serb armies in similarly small 
and inconsequential numbers. 


The first American aircrews and logistics troops entered the former 
Yugoslavia in July 1992. Under the auspices of the UN relief resolu- 
tions, Operation Provide Promise was to provide an airlift for hu- 
manitarian aid. Initially two missions per day flew from Rhein-Main 
Air Base in Germany to Croatia. Additional daily flights of C-130 
Hercules turboprop transports from U.S. Air Force Reserve and Air 
National Guard units delivered roughly twenty tons of humanitarian 
cargo each to a still-besieged Sarajevo. UNPROFOR units provided 
security for the supplies on the ground, while UN and volunteer re- 
lief agencies unloaded the planes. In November 1992 the United 
States erected a Mobile Army Surgical Hospital in Camp Pleso just 
outside Zagreb. American soldiers set up the sixty-bed hospital with 
300 American staffers to support all UN military personnel, volun- 
teer relief workers, and local citizens. The hospital staff was made up 
of members of all U.S. services who stayed for six-month assign- 
ments. The medical facility treated more than 6,000 outpatients and 
had a capacity for 450 inpatients, including children in a special pe- 
diatric ward. The military hospital was the first visible and permanent 
instance of American participation on the ground. That it was far 
from the ground fighting made it acceptable to most Americans still 
locked in debate over the acceptability of intervention of any kind. 
The UN sea and air zones of exclusion came into full effect in 
November 1992. In reality they denied only a limited amount of ex- 
ternal assistance to the belligerents. For the first time, the United 
Nations authorized the Western European Union and NATO to 
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patrol the skies over the Adriatic Sea and Bosnia in combat aircraft 
not under UN command. The mission of the combined UN-NATO 
force was to contain the fighting on the ground in Bosnia by enforc- 
ing land cordons using sea and air forces. The air and naval forces 
were commanded by Admiral Jeremy M. Boorda, the American com- 
mander in chief of Allied Forces South, located in Naples, Italy. Ad- 
miral Leighton Smith succeeded him in April 1994. The military 
structure of the combined mission of the UN forces on the ground 
and the NATO aircraft and warships was unique and somewhat con- 
fusing. Supported by a strong naval and air contingent from NATO, 
the UN token ground forces, which consisted of small units from 
more than twenty countries, some of questionable effectiveness, did 
not constitute an army powerful enough to subdue the heavily armed 
Serb and Yugoslav armies well entrenched in Bosnia. 

In November 1992 the naval forces began to challenge merchant 
ships bound for ports in the former Yugoslavia. Operation Sharp 
Guard placed U.S. carrier battle groups in the Adriatic—later rein- 
forced by a French and British carrier force—with escorts from other 
NATO and Western European Union countries. By June 1, 1993, the 
blockade had challenged 11,700 ships, boarded 760, and diverted 
165.12 The sea blockade seemed initially to be working. 

As the situation in Bosnia grew more and more desperate for the 
besieged Muslim communities, President Clinton, under increasing 
pressure to act, expanded the role of Operation Provide Promise to 
include airdrops of food and medicines to Bosnian Muslim villages 
isolated by Bosnian Serb and Yugoslav army forces. Relief missions 
flown by Americans increased to a dozen per day to Sarajevo, and an- 
other dozen missions were flown by the Germans, Canadians, British, 
French, Italians, and Swedes. Aircraft routinely came under fire and 
while on the ground were easy targets for the undiscriminating Serb 
gunners. 

When the ground fire against the aid mission increased, President 
Clinton ordered supplies to be dropped by air. In March 1993, U.S. 
Air Force C-130 crews were flying six to twelve sorties three to four 
times per week from Rhein-Main in Germany. To avoid the threat of 
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antiaircraft fire the C-130s were dropping their cargo from ten thou- 
sand feet. The inability to ensure delivery of relief supplies in earlier 
relief operations, specifically the year before in northern Iraq, had re- 
sulted inevitably in the deployment of ground forces. The U.S. ad- 
ministration was still simply not willing to deploy forces on the 
ground in Bosnia. Instead, coalition forces from the Fifth Allied Tac- 
tical Air Force began patrolling the no-fly zone from Del Molina Air 
Base near Vicenza, Italy. Predominantly manned by the U.S. Navy 
and Air Force, the patrols consisted of nearly seventy sorties daily. 
U.S. Air Force Major General James E. Chambers commanded the 
Yugoslav campaign of both the no-fly enforcement and the relief- 
supply aircraft from Vicenza. It was an unusual effort: NATO was 
commanding the no-fly zone while the relief effort was a U.S. com- 
mand. Americans were coordinating and commanding the entire air 
effort, including airlift, defensive air patrol, tankers, reconnaissance, 
and eventually the air strikes. By early October 1993 the air effort to 
prevent Yugoslav air force flights over Bosnia had expanded to 130 
combat aircraft flying predominantly from Aviano Air Base in north- 
east Italy near Venice. The multinational force at Aviano included 
U.S., British, Dutch, French, and Turkish aircraft. The aid operation 
delivered forty-six thousand tons of humanitarian assistance, more 
than one-quarter by parachute and packet scattering, surpassing the 
Berlin airlift as the longest American resupply in history. 

Despite the UN efforts on the ground, airdrops, and sea block- 
ades, the Serbs continued to gain territory throughout 1993 at the ex- 
pense of the Muslims. In the meantime, the lightly armed UN troops 
proved ineffective in attempting to pacify the area. After months of 
reacting to violence in one spot and meeting with obfuscation and 
resistance on all sides, Lieutenant General Briquemont resigned in 
early 1994 and was replaced by British General Sir Michael Rose.“ 
Under General Rose UNPROFOR enjoyed some limited successes 
but spent an inordinate amount of time in fruitless bargaining with 
Serb, Croat, and Muslim leaders who regularly lied, prevaricated, 
promised, and delayed. UNPROFOR continued with a mandate that 
dictated minimum use of force, and General Rose resisted pressures 
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to use more force against the Serbs. The United States pressured the 
United Nations to be more forceful when dealing with the Serbs, but 
to no avail. 

On February 5, 1994, a single 120mm mortar round killed sixty- 
eight civilians in a Sarajevo market. Four days later a sharp reaction 
followed. The United States, NATO, and the United Nation gave an 
ultimatum to the Serbs to cease attacks on Sarajevo and pull all guns 
outside a twenty-kilometer radius of the city by February 20 or suffer 
air strikes. In this case the Serbs complied and there were no air at- 
tacks. In another exceptionally effective move, NATO and the Euro- 
pean Union leaders obtained Russian agreement to station a 
battalion of Russian paratroopers alongside the UN forces around 
Sarajevo. This presence showed that Russia, although no longer a 
credible superpower, was a participant in the international move to 
end the hostilities. The Serbs took note. 

In March 1994 the United Nations authorized NATO to fully 
protect the five thousand UN peacekeepers on the ground in Bosnia 
with airpower. The plan for this protection force had its origins in the 
early summer of 1992. It was created by U.S. planners in London and 
Stuttgart who had a mandate from General Powell to devise ways to 
go to the aid of allied peacekeeping forces earmarked for deployment 
to Bosnia. This planning, which continued quietly as the situation in 
Yugoslavia deteriorated, came to encompass maritime interdiction, 
aerial delivery of relief supplies, a no-fly zone, a bombing campaign, 
and the introduction of small, secret reconnaissance and communica- 
tions teams on the ground in Bosnia. 

With little fanfare, NATO quietly landed British Special Air Ser- 
vices and U.S. Tenth Special Forces teams in Bosnia in the early 
spring of 1993 to reconnoiter and set up communications with the 
various UN country commands. They were equipped with laser des- 
ignators to guide precision bombs from U.S. and British Aircraft. In 
an attempt to replicate the successful mission of the special opera- 
tions liaison detachments assigned to all coalition forces during the 
Gulf War, U.S. Special Forces teams were sent in to coordinate with 
each UN national military unit to assist with communications and 
air control.!> The NATO command also established a special Rapid 
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Reaction Force to conduct special short-notice operations when the 
need агоѕе.! NATO also established a special operations cell in Brin- 
disi in Italy to be ready to conduct sensitive search-and-rescue or 
hostage-rescue operations should NATO aircraft go down in Bosnia. 
The only American combat force on the ground was a battalion of 
paratroopers from the 502nd Infantry, which President Clinton had 
sent to Macedonia, where they attempted to keep the peace subordi- 
nate to a UN commander. 

On February 28, 1994, six Yugoslav air force Jastreb J-1 single-seat 
light-attack jet aircraft took off from an airbase at Banja Luka and at- 
tempted to fly under allied radar cover to provide air support to Serb 
forces on the ground. They were detected, and within fifteen minutes 
of their takeoff four of the six were shot down by U.S. Air Force F-16 
fighters. That incident ended Bosnian Serb air-to-ground attacks. Al- 
though UN and NATO rules authorized UNPROFOR to use air 
strikes for self-defense, the lightly armed UN forces were still reluc- 
tant to call in NATO air strikes, fearing the Serb threat to exact re- 
venge against the UN forces following any significant air strikes. 

In the summer of 1994, fearing Serb retaliation, the United Na- 
tions and NATO agreed to the plan whereby NATO forces would be 
used to rescue UN peacekeeping forces if the need arose. This 
agreement with NATO was intended to encourage the UN forces to 
take more decisive actions on the ground. NATO was still prohibited 
from conducting any operations on the ground, however, even 
though reconnaissance was essential to plan realistically for the res- 
cue of UN forces. To do so might demonstrate a commitment on the 
ground that NATO, lacking firm U.S. leadership, was still not pre- 
pared to make. 

UN Resolutions 824 and 836 of 1993 had provided for “safe 
areas"—Bihac, Gorazde, Sarajevo, Хера, and Srebrenica—in Bosnia 
that armed elements from all sides were prohibited to enter. The safe 
areas were meant to be eventually demilitarized. But typically, UN- 
PROFOR under General Rose was unable to enforce the demilita- 
rization. NATO was not permitted to assist the United Nations in 
reinforcing Bosnian forces in or near the safe areas. The concept was 
further confused by the specification that the United Nations and 
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NATO were permitted to defend only the people in the safe zones, 
not the territory itself. The primary limitation imposed on UNPRO- 
FOR was UN resolution 836, which stated that UN forces should 
deter attacks on the safe areas by all belligerents, but not in such a 
way as to clearly allow their firm defense by the United Nations. Still 
worse, the Security Council did not request a sufficient number of 
UN troops to seriously defend a single safe area. The UN Secretariat 
had requested 34,000 troops to defend the safe areas, yet the Security 
Council in fact provided only 7,600. And by March 1995 only 5,000 
of those were in place. Like the Bangladeshi battalion at Bihac, many 
of these troops were so poorly equipped that they were less than 
models of modern and effective military forces; for example, soldiers 
in the battalion from Ukraine guarding the safe area of Zepa sold 
their shoes and weapons to the local black market, so they were un- 
able to perform their military mission." 

It was hoped that NATO’s threat to use airpower in support of the 
safe areas would make up for the lack of heavy artillery by the United 
Nations on the ground. Instead, the Serbs warned that they might 
take peacekeepers as hostages and disrupt humanitarian aid to the 
safe areas. Such intimidation proved to be a very effective deterrent 
against some of the more poorly motivated national troop forma- 
tions serving as blue-helmeted UN peacekeepers. The mission of 
UNPROFOR on paper had grown from protecting humanitarian as- 
sistance to enforcing the sanctity of the designated safe areas. Serb 
forces on the ground interpreted the safe area concept as positively 
anti-Serb, since the Serbs posed by far the greatest threat to those des- 
ignated areas. This was a change in the previous effort by the United 
Nations to remain impartial and to apply evenhanded pressure on 
each of the warring parties. 

The safe areas had been declared two years earlier but had never 
really been free of fighting. The Bosnian Muslim forces consistently 
used the safe areas to improve their military position. Muslim forces 
attacking out of Srebrenica, before it became a safe area, had con- 
ducted raids against Serbs that killed hundreds of civilians and mili- 
tary personnel. General Ratko Mladic, the Bosnian Serb ground 
commander, later admitted that if it hadn’t been for the international 
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imposition of the safe-area restrictions on Srebrenica the Muslims 
would have paid dearly in 1993. 

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the organ- 
ization that was supposed to provide humanitarian assistance to 
those most in need, was caught in the middle. It could not reach 
those in the contested combat areas and was thwarted by the war on 
all sides. Even the most needy war victims, the residents of Sarajevo, 
interpreted the mandate of UNHCR as a weak substitute for more 
robust military assistance to end the protracted siege. These citizens 
began to block the flow of assistance to pressure the United Nations 
for more active military intervention. The humanitarian answer was 
intended to relieve political pressure in the United States and Euro- 
pean countries, which demanded stronger measures to force an end 
to the conflict. Thus UNHCR had a dual mission: to get aid to the 
victims and to assuage public opinion in America and Europe. As a 
result, UNPROFOR’s mission was nearly impossible, despite the 
twenty-eight thousand soldiers from twenty-two countries, as well as 
an army of relief workers, spread out in Croatia, Macedonia, and 
Bosnia. After two years of futile effort, the United Nation had suf- 
fered a total of 850 casualties, including 71 killed, by mid-January 
1994.20 Much like the U.S. Marines during the intervention in 
Lebanon in 1983, UNPROFOR tried to remain neutral in a savage 
fight among rival factions. When UN forces on the ground met sig- 
nificant Serb opposition, they would back down for fear of suffering 
retaliation. On several occasions, when air strikes had been called in 
to support the UN forces, General Rose, who was UNPROFOR 
commander in 1994-1995, warned the Serbs of the area and time of 
the strikes so they could evacuate. When his behavior was challenged 
by the NATO commander, General Rose responded that he did not 
want to endanger his forces by having the Serbs suffer serious 
losses.?! 

In April 1994 Dutch peacekeepers had replaced Canadians in the 
Srebrenica area. The Netherlands had been the sole European coun- 
try to answer the UN secretary general's request for troops to enforce 
the safe areas. While endeavoring to keep the fragile peace in Sre- 
brenica, Dutch forces were constantly harassed by the surrounding 
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Serb forces, who blocked UN fuel supplies so that the Dutch were 
forced to patrol by foot. On November 21, the Serbs took seventy 
Dutch soldiers hostage in response to a NATO bombing of a Serb air 
base at Ubdina. A Serb leader, General Mladic, visited them in one 
of their own jeeps. After intense diplomatic pressure the Serbs re- 
leased the hostages a week later. 

By early 1995 the Muslim military presence inside the Srebrenica 
safe area had swollen to more than one thousand and the Dutch ef- 
forts to disarm these Muslims in accordance with the safe-area rules 
were unsuccessful.” In the meantime special operations forces ground 
units joined the Dutch to coordinate air support. It was clear that the 
Serbs had become accustomed to threats made but not carried out by 
UNPROFOR. With an offensive looming and the Muslim-Croat fed- 
eration pouring into the so-called safe areas, the pressure built. 

Early in 1995 British General Rupert Smith replaced General Rose 
as commander of UNPROFOR in Bosnia. Smith had commanded 
the British First Armoured Division in the Gulf War and had been in- 
volved in the UNPROFOR operation for a year as the assistant chief 
of the defense staff for operations and plans in London. Smith be- 
lieved that a peacekeeping force could achieve only four goals—ame- 
liorate, contain, compel or deter, and destroy. When General Smith 
arrived in Sarajevo, a cease-fire negotiated at the end of the previous 
year by Jimmy Carter, the former U.S. president, and Yasushi Akashi, 
the head of UN forces in the Balkans, was in place. Nothing more 
than a convenience for the three warring sides during a period when 
snow and freezing weather made fighting unproductive, the cease-fire 
was due to end on May 1, and it was clear that the Croats and Mus- 
lims, who were now allied in a reluctant coalition as the Bosnian Fed- 
eration, were preparing for a major offensive against the Serbs. Both 
Carter and Akashi were strongly opposed to the use of force except 
as a last resort, and this attitude, which was easily recognized by the 
Serbs, doomed the cease-fire to failure. The Bosnian Federation army 
was steadily growing stronger as it received more heavy weapons and 
training from abroad. Most of its new arms were believed to have 
been delivered by air in neighboring Croatia from sympathetic Mus- 
lim countries. The United States and European powers turned a blind 


Intervention in Bosnia 207 


eye to these violations of the arms embargo. At the same time, Serb 
forces in Bosnia were gradually being stretched thinner as they coped 
with many pockets of resistance throughout Bosnia. The impending 
spring campaign was sure to strike the UN safe areas in eastern 
Bosnia located adjacent to the Serb supply line, where significant 
numbers of Muslim forces were now concentrating. 

The cease-fire expired on May 1, 1995, and hostilities erupted 
around all the safe areas. After one night of particularly heavy Serb 
shelling of noncombatants, General Smith requested NATO air 
strikes, but his request was denied by Secretary General Boutros- 
Ghali. The British foreign secretary, Douglas Hurd, protested the turn- 
down. As a result, both the local commander, General Smith, and the 
overall UN commander in Zagreb recommended that the peacekeep- 
ers be withdrawn immediately from the safe areas, leaving only ob- 
servers and ground spotters who could call in air strikes. This 
suggestion could have reduced the risk of retaliation by the Serbs after 
the strikes. However, Madeleine Albright, the U.S. ambassador to the 
United Nations, strongly opposed this action, saying it would amount 
to the UN’s abandoning the safe areas.? The United States would not 
support the withdrawal idea. The resulting stalemate prevented the 
United Nations and NATO from taking more robust action to protect 
the safe areas. It appeared that the situation was unsolvable. Then, on 
May 22, the Serbs pushed aside the defending UN military protectors 
and forced their way into a heavy-weapons collection site near Sara- 
jevo, where they seized several heavy artillery pieces. Once armed, the 
Serbs resumed shelling Sarajevo, and the Bosnian Federation forces re- 
turned artillery fire from the city. Hundreds of people were killed. The 
UN commanders again threatened air strikes against the Serbs if they 
did not stop—and this time the UN took action. 

On May 25 Admiral Smith ordered NATO aircraft to attack an 
ammunition dump near the Bosnian Serb mountain headquarters at 
Pale, above Sarajevo. The next day the Serbs retaliated by shelling all 
the safe-area cities. In a particularly devastating attack, the Serbs 
killed hundreds of civilians in Tuzla. The next day NATO struck 
again, and General Smith complained to General Mladic, the Serb 
commander, that the Tuzla shelling was in violation of the safe-area 


208 AMERICA’S SPLENDID LITTLE WARS 


restrictions. In what had become a typical type of Serb distortion, 
Mladic insisted to General Smith that the UN commander and 
NATO were guilty of killing the civilians because Smith had re- 
quested the air strikes. 

General Mladic retaliated. Peacekeepers throughout Bosnia were 
taken hostage, including four unarmed UN observers who were 
handcuffed to a fence to deter further air strikes in the Serb head- 
quarters area. Mladic's men took a total of three hundred UN sol- 
diers hostage to prevent another NATO air strike. Again Mladic 
blamed General Smith personally for calling in the air strike. This 
pivotal moment demonstrated the futility of using peacekeepers 
without giving them sufficient force to defend themselves, let alone 
protect the victims of war. UN Secretary General Boutros-Ghali in- 
tervened and ordered the bombing stopped. He blamed the United 
States for not cooperating. 

Also in May, the Croats and Serbs began a series of military of- 
fensives that would dramatically change the map of Croatia and 
Bosnia in the subsequent fifteen weeks. The Croatian attack into 
Western Slavonia (in Croatia) in early May 1995 reclaimed land that 
had been controlled by the Serbs since the Vance cease-fire in Janu- 
ary 1992. Fifteen thousand Serb refugees fled south into the Banja 
Luka district of Bosnia. The next Croat attack in the Krajina region 
of Croatia that summer drove out nearly the entire Serb population— 
more than 150,000 were expelled. In response the Serbs launched of- 
fensives aimed at taking possession of all of eastern Bosnia and 
overran Srebrenica in July. Emboldened by their overwhelming vic- 
tory, Serb forces began an attack on Bihac, while they increased the 
shelling of Sarajevo.” 

In July 1995 quasimilitary gangs of Serb thugs mixed with a few 
professionals killed more than seven thousand men trying to escape 
from Srebrenica in eastern Bosnia. The battle in mountainous forest 
terrain was over in less than forty-eight hours; there were few Serb ca- 
sualties. The Serbs then managed to paralyze the command hierarchy 
of UNPROFOR for so long that they had time to bury the evidence, 
evict the Dutch defenders, and “cleanse” the town of women and 
children without facing a counterattack. This happened despite the 
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availability of overwhelming NATO air and ground forces; however, 
the determined leadership to use those forces was lacking. During 
this period Washington came under increasing pressure from the 
newly elected French President Jacques Chirac, who began to appeal 
directly to the U.S. Congress. After the fall of Srebrenica, evidence 
emerged of a bloody massacre: Thousands of Muslim men and boys 
had been savagely butchered and buried (some of them alive) in mass 
graves. Appalled, the United States finally agreed to concrete inter- 
vention. The Serbs apparently made the decision to murder the thou- 
sands at Srebrenica only after they realized that the UN was 
responding hesitantly and weakly to the attacks on all the safe areas. 
All told, 7,414 men and boys were murdered at Srebrenica in the 
greatest mass killing in Europe since World War II. 

The situation was confused at best. The UN commanders felt that 
the NATO forces were trying to start an all-out war with the Serbs. 
UN representative Akashi said, “We had a peacekeeping force there 
in the middle of a war and a war-fighting force in the middle of a 
реасе.”26 As UN officials pondered whether or not to withdraw the 
peacekeepers, they realized that NATO had already been committed 
to supporting their withdrawal, which would be very bloody if done 
under fire. In anticipation of a UN pullout, and in reaction to the 
summer Serb offensives, General Smith created a unit of British and 
French troops to serve as a Rapid Reaction Force if the Serbs at- 
tacked. This cell not only was armed with heavy weapons that were 
superior in range, caliber, and rate of fire to the weapons of the Serb 
besiegers but also had excellent communications that gave it the abil- 
ity to call in NATO air support directly, quickly, and without ad- 
vance UN clearance. 

Finally, NATO ministers met in London and made some con- 
crete decisions. They decided that any future Serb attacks on safe 
areas would be met with overwhelming force, including air strikes 
and the heavy artillery of the British and French Rapid Reaction 
Force. This force was brought into place around Mount Igman, an 
advantageous position vis-a-vis the Bosnian Serb gun emplacements 
outside Sarajevo. General Bernard Janvier, the overall UN com- 
mander, and Admiral Leighton Smith, NATO’s southern com- 
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mander, could authorize strikes again without prior clearance from 
the UN secretary general. 

The Croats began a successful blitzkreig in May 1995 and contin- 
ued into August, which created an opportunity to impose a settlement 
on the three warring parties. Also that summer, NATO met and 
formed a list of three types of targets for the Rapid Reaction Force to 
strike: heavy weapons violating the safe areas, particularly Sarajevo; 
Serb interdict targets; and bases inside or near the safe areas. The trig- 
ger to use the revised tactic came on August 28 in the form of another 
horrible marketplace bombing in Sarajevo. Fortuitously UN troops 
had finished withdrawing from safe areas that evening, and Operation 
Deliberate Force, the largest NATO combat operation ever mounted, 
commenced on August 30. NATO aircraft struck Serb targets around 
Sarajevo and other Bosnian Serb positions, installations, ammunition 
dumps, and storage areas. The Rapid Reaction Force struck with more 
than six hundred rounds of heavy artillery at Serb positions around 
Sarajevo. The United Nations ordered General Mladic to cease all at- 
tacks against safe areas and end all hostilities in and around Bosnia. 
The air strikes would cease when the Serbs complied. 

On September 5, after offering to cease bombing when the Serbs 
withdrew their heavy artillery from the safe areas, more than ninety 
NATO aircraft attacked the Serbs while the Rapid Reaction Force 
opened heavy fire. At the same time U.S. ships launched Tomahawk 
cruise missiles at Serb radar sites northwest of Banja Luka, an appar- 
ently severely frightening move. On September 14 the Bosnian Serbs 
agreed to UNPROFOR conditions and the bombing ended. The 
Serbs withdrew their heavy weapons from Sarajevo for the first time, 
and relief supplies began to flow again. The United States offered a 
plan for permanent peace that resulted in the Dayton accords. Ac- 
cording to General Rupert Smith, the peace had been achieved “by 
the deliberate, disproportionate and extensive use of force." On 
November 21, 1995, the leaders of all the competing powers of the 
former Yugoslavia signed the Dayton accords. These accords—to be 
enforced by IFOR, the Implementation Force of 60,000 fully armed 
NATO troops—were a “framework for peace” rather than a concrete 
peace agreement; nevertheless, they ended the fighting in Bosnia and 
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created a single multiethnic government in an ethnically divided 
country. Reflecting the reality of troop dispositions on the ground, 
49 percent of the country went to the Serbs and 51 percent to the 
Croat-Muslim Federation; Sarajevo was reunified. 

The conflict in the former Yugoslavia did not end with the Day- 
ton accords. At the end of the conflict in Bosnia, the dictator Milose- 
vic was still in power. He soon refocused his attention on the plight 
of the Serb minority in Kosovo as a means of consolidating his influ- 
ence. In the eyes of Serbs, Milosevic had sold them out in Bosnia, 
and to remain in power he had to regain their support. 


CHAPTER 15 


Intervention in Kosovo 


1999 


The war in Bosnia, which had raged until 1995, merely delayed another 
bloody and more disgustingly inhuman conflict in Kosovo. The Ser- 
bian dictator Slobodan Milosevic was uncomfortable splitting his at- 
tention between two main enemies, so while the Bosnian issue 
simmered, the Albanian ethnic majority in Kosovo festered in his 
mind. According to William Shawcross in Deliver Us from Evil, “Milose- 
vic had begun his rise to power by promising to protect the Orthodox 
Kosovar Serbs from the huge and growing Muslim Albanian majority in 
what Serbs regarded as their traditional heartland. In 1989 he abolished 
the autonomy that Tito had given Kosovo within the Yugoslav federa- 
tion, dismissed Albanian teachers from schools and universities, intro- 
duced a new Serbocentric curriculum, made it illegal for Albanians to 
buy and sell property without permission, imposed a brutal Serbian po- 
lice rule and encouraged a form of apartheid in which the Albanian ma- 
jority had no power."! During one demonstration against that decision, 
more than twenty Kosovars had been slain in two villages. 

The following year Yugoslavia dissolved the Kosovo government 
and dispatched army troops to impose order, but the repression 
proved too much for the large Albanian majority. In 1991 Albanian 
separatists declared Kosovo an independent republic, which was rec- 
ognized immediately by Albania. In a shadow election the public 
chose Ibrahim Rugova as the president of the Kosovo Republic. An 
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advocate of nonviolence, Rugova fostered a peaceful path to inde- 
pendence from Yugoslavia. During this period, Serb forces and the 
Yugoslav army were engaged in trying to build and maintain Serb 
sovereignty in Bosnia. Serb police enforced the closing of Albanian 
schools and medical centers. Rugova avoided violence and tried to 
keep the more radical Albanians in check. By 1993 the Albanians in 
Kosovo were reestablishing their own schools and clinics in small 
houses to replace those shut down or destroyed by the Serb police. 
There was little open unrest on the streets, yet the current of resis- 
tance to Serb police measures was strong. 

As soon as the Dayton accords were clinched in 1995 and the 
bloodletting in Bosnia ended, Milosevic’s pro-Serb revival refocused 
on Kosovo. Now that the Serbs were no longer locked in combat in 
Bosnia, the leaders of the newly formed Kosovo Liberation Army 
(KLA), which Rugova had initially opposed, as well as Rugova him- 
self and others, realized that any major move on their part would 
bring swift and bloody retribution, jeopardizing their cause of gain- 
ing full autonomy from Yugoslavia. The issue of independence had 
been merely set aside, not solved. During the six years since Milose- 
vic had reduced the status of Kosovar Albanians, he had made no at- 
tempt to find a solution with the nonviolent leaders of the Kosovars 
who still in 1989 retained the support of most of the people and who 
did not pose a serious military threat to Serbs in Kosovo. However, 
trouble loomed. Fearing perpetual Serb domination, the small KLA 
advocated guerrilla violence to restore Albanian autonomy in Kosovo. 

The events in Kosovo posed a series of tests for the world: When 
should claims of self-determination be recognized? How and when 
should force be used to meet challenges caused by ethnic differ- 
ences? The rise of the KLA in Kosovo signaled to Milosevic that he 
was no longer dealing with a nonviolent group but with armed mili- 
tants whose ranks were swelling with large numbers of young Koso- 
var men who were jobless because of Milosevic’s own anti-Albanian 
tactics. This lightly armed but enthusiastic force began to threaten 
Serbs living in Kosovo. The reaction by the Serb police in Kosovo 
was severe as they set out to destroy the KLA. 

The Serbs’ own policies had abetted the formation of the KLA 
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and its explosive growth into a significant force. Milosevic responded 
by seeking to rid the region of the roots of friction. He moved to 
eject all the Albanians, who made up nearly 90 percent of the popu- 
lation. He would simply kill those he could not force to resettle. This 
was a major undertaking, but Milosevic and the leaders of the Yugo- 
slav army and police went about the task with little hesitation and un- 
believable brutality. The Serb effort to evict all Albanians from 
Kosovo became the largest resettlement of a European population 
since World War II. To carry out the task effectively Milosevic was 
forced to purge his own police force and army in order to install a 
sufficient number of ruthless men willing to do the job. 

The animosity between the Serbs and Albanians in Kosovo was 
much sharper than what had existed among Bosnian Muslims, Serbs, 
and Croats. In Bosnia intermarriage among ethnic peoples was widely 
accepted, while in Kosovo the rate of intermarriage was less than 20 
percent. Serbs claimed that Kosovo was their historical and cultural 
heartland: They had resisted the Turkish occupation there, which had 
culminated in the Battle of Kosovo in the fourteenth century. Albani- 
ans, who were the vast majority, claimed that Kosovo was their home- 
land. The fighting began when KLA insurgents tried to break Kosovo 
away from what remained of Yugoslavia. Milosevic, who was already 
being investigated for war crimes in Bosnia—he was formally indicted 
on May 27, 1998, by the Yugoslav war crimes tribunal—threw all his 
efforts into resisting the Kosovars’ bid for independence, causing the 
dislocation of hundreds of thousands of refugees. 

The European attempt in February 1999 to solve these issues at a 
conference in a chateau in Rambouillet, outside Paris, collapsed. The 
effort failed because the proposed accords were based on the false 
assumption that the two groups could coexist in harmony while the AI- 
banian percentage of the populace continued to skyrocket. Europeans 
feared that an independent Kosovo would disrupt the south Balkans. 
The natural aspirations of the three Albanian communities—in Albania 
proper, in Kosovo, and in western Macedonia—were potentially dis- 
ruptive. Also destabilizing were the emotional disputes between 
Greece and Macedonia over Macedonian identity, and the chronic ri- 
valry between Greece and the emerging regional giant, Turkey.’ 
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In the back of some Europeans’ minds, especially in Germany, 
Austria, and Italy, lurked the possibility, even though far-fetched, of 
an Iran-backed revolutionary state in Kosovo that could become the 
Cuba of Europe, giving succor to Islamic revolutionary causes. An 
underlying difficulty was that Albania had the highest birthrate in 
Europe. NATO and the Europeans faced a dilemma: backing inde- 
pendence for Kosovo could disrupt the entire Balkans; however, the 
atrocious human rights violations committed there were unaccept- 
able. NATO, the Europeans, and the Americans had to do some- 
thing; unfortunately, their response was late and overly cautious. 

Partitioning the area was a possible solution, but given the radical 
views of both sides such a formula would be daunting at best. After 
months of threats NATO resorted to military action only after Milo- 
sevic extended his violence against the KLA to include all Albanians. 
From the time the violence had begun in 1995 to March 1999, more 
than four hundred thousand ethnic Albanians had fled from Kosovo 
as the Serbs burned and bombarded their villages. 

As the spring of 1998 brought better weather the Serbs increased 
their attacks in Kosovo, forcing more and more ethnic Albanians to 
flee across the borders into Albania, Macedonia, and Montenegro. 
Evidence of large-scale massacres began to filter out of the area; 
Milosevic denied it. Meanwhile, Serb paramilitary security squads 
went from village to village separating Albanian families, selectively 
murdering some village leaders and abusing others, and forcing all to 
flee for their lives. Milosevic refused to allow any foreign troops in 
Kosovo. NATO argued that it already possessed the authority to act 
based on UN Resolution 1199 of 1998, in which the Security Coun- 
cil had acknowledged that the deterioration of the situation in 
Kosovo constituted a threat to peace and security in the region and 
demanded that all parties cease hostilities and maintain a cease-fire. 
However, NATO took no action. 

As the crisis grew in Kosovo, the Clinton administration began to 
prepare for a showdown with Belgrade. Eyewitness accounts of Ser- 
bian atrocities in Kosovo were beginning to reach the West, and the 
administration warned Milosevic that he faced air strikes. However, 
American leaders were divided on the feasibility and effectiveness of 
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strategic bombing alone as an instrument to force Milosevic to re- 
lent. Some felt that a bombing offensive alone could do the job, but 
others echoed the belief expressed by General Colin Powell in his 
memoir-the trouble with airpower alone is that it leaves the initiative 
to the enemy to determine when he has had enough. Many senior 
American military men believed that the allied bombings had forced 
the Serbs to the negotiating table in Bosnia and could do the same in 
Kosovo in short order. Unfortunately, they overlooked the impor- 
tance of successfully using ground forces, such as the Croatian army 
and the British and French Rapid Reaction Force, which had signifi- 
cantly reduced the Serbs’ will to fight, so that a brief round of NATO 
bombing was all it took to make a difference. In Kosovo in 1999, 
however, the Serb forces were completely fresh. 

On March 23, 1999, Richard Holbrooke, President Clinton’s spe- 
cial envoy for the Kosovo crisis, held a last meeting with Milosevic, 
who denied that an offensive against the Albanian Kosovars was 
under way and blamed the reports on the KLA, which he accused of 
feeding propaganda to Western television. Milosevic still would not 
agree to the presence of foreign troops in Kosovo. 

On March 24, 1999, NATO commenced air strikes against Serb 
forces in Kosovo and Serbia. The attacks came after the Serbs had re- 
jected a plan offered by the United States to restore the autonomy of 
Kosovo and to police the area with thousands of NATO peacekeep- 
ers. On the first night of the air assault the allies struck thirty targets. 
NATO naval and air forces launched one hundred cruise missiles 
during the first five nights of the offensive. During the whole cam- 
paign, which comprised 450 allied sorties, B-52s dropped only sixty- 
four bombs. The aircraft attacking in Kosovo itself were carefully 
limited to altitudes above ten thousand feet to minimize the risk of 
loss. As such these strikes could not be accurate enough to deter Serb 
army units that were perpetuating the expulsion of Albanian civil- 
ians. Nor could such bombing inside Kosovo alone force Milosevic 
to the bargaining table. Indeed, the strikes worsened the plight of the 
Albanians on the ground, for as soon as the bombing began, the 
Serbs’ ruthless purge of the Albanians intensified. In fact, such a 
bombing campaign risked helping to accelerate the Serb mission of 
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displacing all Albanians from Kosovo. NATO leaders sincerely be- 
lieved that a brief but violent bombing offensive would soon bring 
Belgrade’s surrender. This misconception was compounded when the 
Clinton administration continually assured the American public 
that the president would never embark on a ground campaign. Re- 
gardless of whether that was a clever deception, it certainly signaled 
to Milosevic that there was indeed no threat of allied ground forces 
ever entering the fray. Thus the Serbs needed only to concentrate on 
camouflage, hunker down, endure the high-altitude air strikes, and 
accelerate the killing and ethnic cleansing, a strategy that murdered 
hundreds and displaced thousands. It is believed that during the en- 
suing eleven weeks of bombing 10,000 more were deliberately mur- 
dered by the Serbs. In the year before the bombing began, about 
2,500 Kosovars had been killed. By March 24 more than 260,000 AI- 
banians had been driven out of their villages and another 200,000 
had sought refuge abroad? Since the Serbs could not fight back 
against NATO aircraft flying at ten thousand feet they merely inten- 
sified their killing of the Albanians. 

As NATO focused its determined, high-tech attack on the Serbs, 
Milosevic unleashed an indiscriminate force of thugs and paramili- 
tary mercenaries against the Kosovars, and although nominally strik- 
ing against the terrorist KLA, they in fact accelerated their purges of 
the entire Albanian population of Kosovo. Unpaid Serb army *vol- 
unteers” augmented by paramilitary thugs flushed a million and a 
half Kosovar Albanians into the hills and across borders into sprawl- 
ing refugee camps. By operating largely on foot and moving among 
civilians, they held key towns, roads, and borders for months; as a re- 
sult, Kosovar was essentially invasion-proof and the Serbs were invul- 
nerable. 

NATO ran into problems as soon as it began to act. The NATO 
high command failed to foresee that Milosevic would try to stymie 
the alliance by expelling thousands of Albanians and creating an 
even greater refugee crisis. NATO was told secretly by its participat- 
ing member nations that the first requirement was to avoid the loss 
of any aircraft. This preoccupation with avoiding NATO military ca- 
sualties limited the effectiveness of the air campaign and increased 
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the prospect of civilian casualties, because allied warplanes bombed 
from high altitudes. General Wesley Clark, NATO’s supreme com- 
mander, defended the order to limit allied losses as necessary to 
maintain public support for the war. France and other nations be- 
lieved that air strikes should concentrate exclusively on Serbian 
forces in Kosovo. The Americans insisted that the strikes should be 
directed against command and control sites and other targets in Bel- 
grade. In addition, well before the bombing began, a French officer 
compromised security by providing an early version of the air-war 
plan to the Serbs. 

NATO inflicted significant damage only when the Serbs began to 
operate as conventional ground units. Columns of armor and trucks 
left Kosovo only when ordered, and most of the Serbs’ limited num- 
bers of fighting vehicles were unscathed. The bombing against Serbia 
proper, however, took a terrible toll. The destruction of bridges and 
power plants and the systematic, accurate strikes against military and 
government buildings eventually had an effect. Initially the Serbs 
stood united against the NATO strikes, but gradually their stoicism 
evaporated and Milosevic began to feel public pressure. 

On June 3, after seventy-eight days of bombing, Slobodan Milose- 
vic suddenly settled and allowed an international force of peacekeep- 
ers into Kosovo. A military agreement signed at Kumanovo Air Base 
in Macedonia followed on June 9. The UN Security Council passed 
Resolution 1244 on June 10, which officially endorsed the terms of 
the peace. Kosovo was divided into five zones; American, British, 
French, German, and Russian general officers commanded the peace- 
keepers in their respective zones. 

The bombing in Serbia proper is believed to have led to Milose- 
vic's capitulation; the damage to his military forces in Kosovo was a 
great deal less than initially claimed. Shortly after the settlement, the 
Kosovo Force (KFOR), the NATO peacekeeping force, drove unop- 
posed into Kosovo and the refugees began to return home. As the 
NATO and Russian forces took over the security in Kosovo, it soon 
became clear that maintaining law and order would be a long and 
difficult task. It had been a NATO war and would be a UN peace, 


said one observer. 


Conclusions 


During the recurring “little wars” of the last quarter of the twentieth 
century, moral outrage and popular sentiment at times interfered 
with the creation of sound U.S. foreign policy and military strategy. 
After the devastating attacks in New York and Washington, D.C., in 
September 2001, which caused more casualties than the 1941 Japan- 
ese attack on Pearl Harbor, American resolve clearly strengthened. 
The emotions of the public have been brought into play more and 
more by the ability of the news media to broadcast real-time scenes 
of devastation after terror attacks and the horrible, inhuman brutality 
of “ethnic cleansing.” That is what occurred in New York on Septem- 
ber 11, and the years before in Lebanon, Somalia, Bosnia, and 
Kosovo. 

America has been criticized for being morally indifferent to events 
abroad, for taking unilateral action, or for not responding to the ap- 
palling deeds of various despots. When the United States enforced its 
moral principles through the barrel of a gun or, more aptly and re- 
cently, from the bomb racks of airplanes or missile tubes of ships at 
sea, the result was not always what the popular will intended. Too 
often military responses provoked an increase in the suffering of 
civilians, as in Afghanistan and Kosovo, or vengeful actions against 
the enforcer, as in the cases of the marines in Beirut and the Rangers 
in Mogadishu. Moral indignation, while a laudable attribute for a 
powerful democracy, is no substitute for a well-thought-out foreign 
policy. 
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These failed U.S. military ventures of the past twenty-five years— 
the Iran hostage rescue, the Beirut intervention, and the Mogadishu 
incursion—foundered more because of a lack of concrete foreign pol- 
icy than because of poor military execution. The successful military 
actions—such as the Mayaguez rescue, Grenada, Panama, the Gulf 
War, and most recently the war in Afghanistan against the Taliban— 
resulted from an overall national policy that either was already in 
force at the time of the action or had been formed just prior to it. 

U.S. soldiers, sailors, and airmen fought during the last twenty- 
five years of the twentieth century in many more conflicts than are 
described in the pages of this book. Accounts of some of these ac- 
tions, such as those in Colombia against drug lords and those on a 
global scale against terrorists, are omitted because they were covert 
and therefore difficult to describe in useful detail. Whether success- 
ful or not, there is nothing insignificant or dishonorable about these 
engagements. Peacekeeping interventions by U.S. military forces in 
Haiti and in African nations where Americans participated in non- 
combat operations were also appropriate. 

As the world’s foremost military power since World War II, the 
United States is not accustomed to wrenching defeats or lost cam- 
paigns. The price of world military leadership has proved difficult to 
bear; modest achievements in battle and major victories were inter- 
spersed with bitterness, disappointment, and loss. Today the United 
States also controls the majority of military technology and air- 
power. This exceptional position in history promises neither a future 
of untroubled peace nor open-ended interventionism. Because most 
Western populations seem unwilling to tolerate military casualties, 
the United States and its allies may not often commit ground forces 
in future conflicts. However, the exceptional technological advan- 
tage enjoyed by the United States does ensure that those who 
threaten American interests risk their own destruction by a broad 
spectrum of long-range “standoff” missiles, severe air attacks, and as- 
saults on the ground by highly trained and superbly equipped spe- 
cial operations warriors. In short, there is not a tidy military solution 
to every problem. 
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